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ABSTRACT
NARRATIVES OF CHINESE FEMALE IMMIGRANT PROFESSIONALS:
FACTORS THAT AFFECT THEIR CAREER DEVELOPMENT
AND STRATEGIES USED FOR CAREER ADJUSTMENT
FEBRUARY 2005
YUTING SHIH, B.BA., NATIONAL TAIWAN UNIVERSITY
M.ED., UNIVERSITY OF GEORGIA
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSASCHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Janine Roberts

This study of the narratives of Chinese female immigrant professionals explores
factors that affect their career development and strategies they use for career adjustment
in the United States. Narrative analysis, using semi-structured interviews with openended questions, was employed to interview eight Chinese immigrant women who are
wives and mothers, have degrees in higher education, have worked in professional fields,
and have immigrated from People’s Republic China to the U.S. between 1984-1992. The
analysis, conducted with a feminist perspective, revealed that U.S. immigration
regulations, gender relations and family responsibilities, language and cultural
background, discriminatory practice, field of specialization and skill transferability, and
opportunities offered by the U.S. are the six major forces that shape the vocational
experiences of Chinese female immigrant professionals in the U.S.
Derived from the women’s narratives, the study also identified strategies that the
women used to meet the challenges they encountered in the U.S. These strategies
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include: (1) some helpful attitudes, (2) tactics to encounter immigration restrictions, (3)
using resources in the larger society, (4) tips to improve English skills, (5) help from
extended family, (6) connecting with ethnic based network, and (7) family separation as
an adaptive strategy.
Even though most women in this study seemed to manage to tackle the many
challenges facing them, there are also concerns and issues emerging from the narratives
that deserve careful attention. Areas of concerns and needs involve disruption from
prolonged family separation, inequality in traditional gender relations, parenting issues,
limited social integration, how to deal with prejudice and discrimination, and heightened
stress level. Both clinical and research implications are also discussed in detail.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Statement of Purpose
Chinese professional immigrant women encounter a multitude of personal,
professional, cultural, and familial challenges within their daily and work lives in the
United States. To better understand their experiences and to help meet their needs, the
present study explores the complexities and difficulties embedded in the career
development of professional immigrant women of Chinese descent in the U.S. through a
study of their life stories. The career path of professional immigrant women may parallel
that of native-born professional women in some aspects, but because the career path of
these women is further molded by their cultural and linguistic background as well as by
their immigration status, the life course of these women is often very different from that
of their native-born peers (Kelson & DeLaet, 1999). It can bp potentially harmful and
ineffective when counseling professionals apply the frame of reference of native-born
professional women to their Chinese professional immigrant woman clients without
acknowledging the distinctive characteristics of the latter’s life experiences (Sue, 1980).
This study will help counseling professionals gain knowledge about factors that affect the
career development of professional immigrant women of Chinese descent and strategies
these women use to adjust to their career change.
Career development of Chinese professional immigrant women in the United States
involves a constellation of factors such as cultural and language background, U.S.
immigration policies, gender relations, discrimination, skill transferability, and family
responsibilities. The study uses narrative analysis, a qualitative research paradigm that
1

involves in-depth interviews with a small number of participants and thematic analysis of
their personal accounts, to explore how these factors affect the women’s career
adjustment in the States. Narrative analysis, as illustrated in the literature, is particularly
suitable for understanding complicated phenomenon such as the experience of immigrant
women because the method allows individual immigrant women as participants to
account for their own situations, and consequently demonstrates how their subjective
experiences are embedded in larger social forces (Anderson, 1991). This study is also
guided by a feminist perspective that views women as experts on their experience and
investigates women’s experience in light of a patriarchal system (Gee, 1996; Pilcher &
Coffey, 1996).
The research design includes identifying significant themes from live narratives of
eight Chinese immigrant women who are wives and mothers, have degrees in higher
education, have worked in professional fields, and have immigrated from the People’s
Republic of China to the States between 1984-1992. The methodology used in this study
can be extended to the study of other ethnic immigrants.
To position the study in the existing literature, the following section discusses how
the present study can address some of the important issues that have not been explored in
the studies of immigrant women.

Rationale for Study
A review of relevant literature reveals four central issues that provide a framework
for doing this study. First, most research on immigration, acculturation, and adjustment
of immigrants does not examine how gender impacts the pattern and the process of these
issues; immigrant women with their distinct characteristics have been understudied
2

(Gabaccia, 1992; Kelson & DeLaet, 1999; Stier, 1991; Vemez, 1999). Recent statistics
show that today more than two out of five immigrant workers are women, and immigrant
women contribute more than 15 percent to the growth of the labor force in the United
States (Vemez, 1999). However, in spite of female immigrants’ growing importance in
the labor force of the nation, the majority of immigration studies focus on men (Gabaccia,
1992 & Vemez, 1999). As a result, feminist scholarship has challenged the notion that
women are unimportant actors in immigration and in labor, and argues that the lack of
attention to women in studies of immigration is gender-biased (Kelson & DeLaet, 1999).
Second, the limited literature on immigrant women tends to address them as a
homogeneous group emphasizing their financially dependent status, isolation from the
host culture, low-wage employment, and their role as a mother in the family.
Traditionally, women are seen as family “dependents” who immigrate only to join their
husbands abroad. In fact, the emphasis on family reunification in American immigration
regulations is also based on the prevailing concept that women have primarily non¬
economic roles and their husbands are the main wage earners (Brettell & Simon, 1986).
Evidence of women as financial dependents and their participation in low-wage labor
may be accurate in part, but it is definitely incomplete. For example, in the United States,
over 28 percent of the women who immigrated under occupational preference categories
in the 1970s possessed high-skilled occupations such as nurses, managers, teachers, and
administrators (Kelson & DeLaet, 1999). The focus on low-wage female immigrants and
the lack of attention to skilled female immigrant workers reflect a commonly held
stereotype of immigrant women and fail to acknowledge that there are immigrant women
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who have professional skills, maintain high ranking occupations, and manage multiple
challenges as immigrants, as women, and very often as ethnic minority members.
Third, as stated above, current research on the experience of professional immigrant
women in the United States is very limited. A review of some of these studies shows that
their focus is limited to examining sexual and racial discrimination and the impact of
women’s employment on gender relations (Gabaccia, 1989; Manrique & Manrique, 1999;
Prieto, 1992). Another line of research on female immigrant workers in the U. S., usually
in the field of sociology, employs statistical techniques to outline the general
characteristics of skilled immigrant women by different racial groups and to compare
those with native-born women (Duleep & Sanders, 1993; Stier, 1991; Vemez, 1999).
These types of studies provide useful information on a particular group of professional
immigrant women but tell us little about how individual women make meaning of their
life experience and cope with the challenges they face in the new country. Overall,
scholarly literature provides little information on the career adjustment process of female
immigrant professionals in the United States.
Finally, the selection of Chinese women as study participants results from both my
scholarly observation and my personal experience. Immigrant women of Chinese
descent constitute one of the largest ethnic groups among Asian immigrant women in the
U.S. (Purcell, 1995). Even though they appear to be somewhat visible in the limited
literature on immigrant women, few studies recognize that the home cultures that recent
immigrants bring with them have undergone rapid change (Gabaccia, 1992); thus, the
experiences and expectations of immigration for recent immigrants may be very different
from those of previous generations.
4

My own background as a Chinese professional immigrant woman plays a critical
role on choosing women of Chinese descent as study participants. I believe that language
proficiency, cultural familiarity, and lived personal experience are social lens that heavily
influence how data are collected and interpreted (Josselson & Lieblich, 1999; Riessman,
1993; Rubin, 1995). Namias, an editor of immigration literature, frankly states, “The
process of editing and selecting materials is not value free...The selection and order of
the work tells something of my priorities and perhaps my prejudices” (p.xxi, 1992). I
acknowledge the fact that as I bring in my insights to this study, I also bring in my own
bias and limitations. To counter these problems I do my best to engage myself in honest
self-reflection and member check as well as ongoing consultation with experts in
scholarly research as suggested by the literature (Josselson, 1996; Riessman, 1993;
Rubin, 1995). I hope that my linguistic, cultural, and gender sensitivity can convey an
additional perspective to the understanding of the experience of Chinese professional
immigrant women.
In order to bridge the above gaps in the literature of immigrant women, this study
focuses on the two specific research questions presented in the following section. The
responses to these questions provide insights into professional Chinese immigrant
women’s career development and can be extended to the understanding of different
ethnic groups of immigrant women for counseling professionals.
Significance of the Study
The existing literature on the experience of female immigrant professionals in
general, and Chinese female immigrant professionals in particular, is very limited.
Furthermore, studies of immigration in the U.S. have an unbalanced focus on immigrant
5

women as financial dependents or low-wage workers and thus fail to recognize the
presence and the needs of highly skilled female immigrant workers. By focusing on the
experience of Chinese female immigrant professionals, the present study contributes to
the understanding of these women’s experiences in the U.S. The findings from this study
can enhance the effectiveness of counseling professionals and professionals in other
related fields when working with clients of this group as well as clients in similar
situations. The study also honors the strengths and struggles of the Chinese female
immigrant professionals being interviewed by validating their experiences during the
interview as well as in the written text of analysis.
Research Questions
As a professional immigrant woman, I discovered over the years that my career
development seemed much more complicated and challenging than that of my peers who
grew up in the U.S. In many casual encounters with other Chinese professional
immigrant women, this experience was repeatedly validated. However, most of my
native-born friends seemed to have difficulty in understanding the complexities that I
encountered in my professional development. It was when I turned to examine this
phenomenon in the professional literature that I discovered the paucity of information on
the experiences of female immigrant professionals. The dearth of studies in this area
points to the importance of documenting the many factors that affect the career
development of professional immigrant women. For example, most native-born U.S.
citizens take their English proficiency and citizenship for granted; yet these factors are
not impediments for their career development. Immigrants, on the other hand, often need
to compromise their career potential because of these very factors.
6

Since immigration presents enormous challenges to immigrant women’s careers,
it is almost inevitable for the women to make some forms of change, adjustment or
compromise. What are the changes these women face? How do these changes affect
their lives? Since a career is a central part of the identity for most professional women,
the change of their career after immigration is most likely to make an impact on how they
see themselves and how they make meaning of their lives. Thus, an understanding of
how they cope with these changes and the status of their well-being is critical to helping
professionals in improving the quality of lives of these women. These inquiries are
summarized in the following research questions:
1. What are the factors that affect the career development of professional immigrant
women of Chinese descent in the U.S.?
2. What coping strategies do Chinese professional immigrant women use to adjust to the
changes and challenges in their careers after immigration?
Personal Statement
In narrative work, the investigator is engaged in a continuous interpretative
process in every phase of the work. Even though the norms of scholarly research in most
disciplines of social science still require the investigator to remain in the shadows, it is
crucial for narrative researchers to fully recognize our roles as “inventors of the questions
we pose, shapers of the contexts we study, and coparticipants in our interviews and in
their interpretation” (Josselson, 1996, p. xii). To this end, I think that it is important for
me to share with the readers the linkage between my own life experiences and the study.
As I decided to leave Taiwan to join my husband in the U.S. in 1992,1 started my
journey into a foreign country as an immigrant woman. Despite the fact that I was very
7

glad to be with my husband, the transitions created by immigration have presented many
challenges in my life. By leaving my homeland, I have experienced tremendous losses of
family support, social network, career identity, and language competence; by living in the
U.S., I was also struggling with the daily strain and fatigue from the effort to adapt to the
new culture. The feeling of frustration was hard enough to deal with but the sense of
alienation and discrimination were even bitterer. It was an extremely painful revelation
to discover that I was the subject of racism. Sometimes I feel what I have been
experiencing is an unspeakable pain - too overwhelming and too complicated to
communicate, not to mention that I cannot use my mother tongue to express these
emotionally charged experiences.
Not being heard and acknowledged is distressing for any human being. Because
of my own experience I am compelled and obligated to tell the stories of immigrant
women in the U.S. for both the teller and the listener. Research and practice in
counseling have long shown that the voicing of one’s own story is both empowering and
transformative (Bass & Davis, 1988; Espin, 1997; Roberts, 1994). I hope that the women
in my study will feel validated and acknowledged as their stories are told. And for those
immigrant women who have the opportunity to read these stories, I hope that the listening
can alleviate their sense of isolation and facilitate developing a sense of connection with
the community of professional immigrant women. This study is also my endeavor to
make meaning of my experiences and to connect with those who have shared life stories.
The transforming power of stories in people’s lives is well captured when Roberts
(p. 53, 1994) wrote, “We are intrigued to hear about the lives of other people. Stories can
create imaginative space where people can envision others and imagine themselves doing
8

similar kinds of things. They can insert themselves into new situations.” Hearing about
the lives of other people can help us appreciate things that we have taken for granted,
instill a sense of hope, and create space for positive change. Being listened to is
therapeutic, and being a listener is educational. It is my hope that this research is a
healing process for myself and the participants, and an informative piece of work in the
fields of education, psychology, and immigration studies.
To provide an overview of the study, this chapter links the purpose and the
significance of the study as well as the study’s connections with existing research and my
own life story. To position the study in the current literature, the following review in
Chapter Two addresses issues that reveal useful information about the experience of
Chinese female immigrant professionals as well as the limitations of these studies.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
In a comprehensive search of current literature, I found that studies of Chinese
female immigrant professionals in the United States are almost nonexistent. To make the
most of existing knowledge relevant to the experience of Chinese professional immigrant
women, this review draws upon the wider field of studies on the adjustment of immigrant
women. In order to provide a broad picture of immigration experience, the first part of
this review addresses common adjustment issues associated with immigration. With this
general understanding as a foundation, the review then narrows down to four different
foci that are relevant to the experience of Chinese professional immigrant women. The
four foci include career challenges faced by immigrant professionals, immigrant
women’s employment experience in the United States, immigrants’ adaptive strategies,
and lastly the subsequent impact of these strategies on women’s lives.
Immigration and Common Adjustment Issues
Immigration is a life-changing decision that is often made in order to better the
immigrants’ overall well-being. And yet, because of the extreme changes which
immigrants inevitably experience in almost all areas of their lives, immigrants are
confronted by many stressful demands in adjusting to the host society. Drawing upon
existing literature, four major factors that affect the adjustment of immigrants are
discussed in order to better understand the experience of immigrants.
Attitude of the Receiving Country
Attitudes of the absorbing society toward immigration greatly influence
immigrants’ adjustment. In his review of the receiving country’s perspective on
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immigration, Ben-Sira (1997) noted that even though immigration is the basis of the
existence of the United States, Americans’ attitudes toward immigrants fluctuate from
supportive to overtly hostile. Immigrants are usually welcome when there is an economic
need for their services in the receiving country, and they are turned against when their
presence reaches a critical mass. For example, Brownstein and Simon (1993) found that
in communities that had encouraged immigration, old timers feel that immigrants have
lowered the quality of life in the community and that they aggravated economic
problems, thus creating intergroup hostilities.
Immigrants are discriminated against not only because they are perceived as
competitors in the job market but also because they have foreign accents, different
cultural backgrounds, and different skin colors (Ben-Sira, 1997; Boekestijn, 1988; Espin,
1997; Manrique & Manrique, 1999; Nann, 1982). For example, in reviewing studies on
immigrants’ experience with discrimination, Ben-Sira (1997) reported that Jamaican
immigrants to the United States feel that they are often regarded as being less capable
than members of the mainstream group, and this consequently contributes to their
feelings of discomfort and insecurity in the receiving country. Interviewing a group of
immigrant women from India and Greece with low socioeconomic status in Canada,
Anderson (1985) also found that controlling socioeconomic and language factors, the
physical appearance alone seems to make a difference in immigrant women’s experiences
in Canada. In her study, Anderson compared the help-seeking experiences of six IndoCanadian women and eight Greek Canadian women. The Indo-Canadian women, whose
appearance is easily distinguishable from members of the dominant culture in Canada,
perceived Canadians as being unfriendly and unapproachable whereas the Greek women,
11

whose appearance resembles members of the dominant culture in Canada, perceived
Canadians as being helpful and understanding. The Indo-Canadian women also reported
that they are constantly reminded of their non-white skin color and they perceive
themselves as distant from mainstream Canadian society because of their visible
differences. Findings of Anderson’s study suggest that physical visibility seems to
contribute to the racial discrimination against Indian immigrant women as well as their
feeling of marginality in Canada. Although Anderson’s findings contribute to our
understandings of immigrant women’s help-seeking experience, the study is limited in
that it fails to explore the role of culture in determining the women’s experience. IndoCanadian women’s physical appearance represents a culture that is very different from
Canadian mainstream culture. The women’s unambiguous visible physical appearance
may elicit some negative stereotypes and misunderstandings of the Indian culture from a
native Canadian’s point of view. On other hand, the vast differences between Indian and
Canadian cultures may also present more challenges for Indo-Canadian women as they
attempt to assimilate into the mainstream, and the assimilative difficulty may thus create
a continued sense of marginality. Whether or not professional immigrant women of non¬
white descent experience similar discrimination and feelings of marginality despite their
higher socioeconomic status and better language ability in the host society remains
unanswered.
Overt discrimination and hostility toward immigrants is detrimental to
immigrants’ adjustment, but covert social avoidance is harmful as well. Boekestijn
(1988) suggested that because of their foreign accent, unfamiliarity with the host culture,
or lack of common experience, the immigrants’ interaction with people of the host
12

country can be troublesome and superficial. Even though many native people do help the
newcomers, the former tend to feel tired and may refrain from developing more
meaningful relationships with them. As a result of this so-called “interaction fatigue”
(Guthrie, 1975), people of the receiving society may keep interaction with immigrants to
a minimum, which consequently contributes to immigrants’ feelings of rejection,
isolation, and invalidation (Espin, 1997; Lee & Westwood, 1996). In addition,
immigrants experience discrimination and exploitation within their own ethnic
community. This kind of intra-group discrimination and exploitation is particularly
prevalent among immigrants with limited English skills and other resources. For
example, immigrant workers in the restaurant business and other service industries in the
Chinatown area are usually demanded by their employers to work long hours for which
they receive low pay. Many immigrants also describe unpleasant working conditions
such as being scolded by their Chinese bosses or being expected to take unreasonable
work loads (Woo, 1989).
Expectations of Immigrants
Studies of immigration suggest that the reasons to immigrate are usually related to
the adjustment and psychological well-being of immigrants (Ben-Sira, 1997; Hanassab,
1991; Lee and Westwood, 1996). Whether immigration is voluntary or forced,
immigrants often have misleading expectations of the country of destination related to
either the lack of reliable sources of information or the subjective interpretation of the
information received (Ben-Sira, 1997; Nann, 1982). To explore the adaptation patterns
and adjustment problems of Chinese immigrants to the U.S., Woo (1989) interviewed 31
Chinese immigrants who entered the country after 1965 and resided on the West Coast
13

for an average length of 8.4 years. Fourteen males and 17 females participated in Woo’s
study and 58 percent (17) of them had a college degree. Woo’s study is informative in
understanding why the Chinese immigrants come to the States, what the common
adjustment problems they face, and how they cope with these problems. However, he did
not focus on how gender impacts the immigration process and adaptation. In his study
Woo (1989) found that America has long been portrayed by Chinese as “gold mountain”.
A lot of Chinese immigrants often come to the United States with high hopes and
aspirations about their new life in America without realizing the extent of the economic
and psychological cost an immigrant has to pay. One immigrant stated:
I think many people have the notion that America is a heaven. In fact, life in the
U.S. is not a bit more relaxed than that in Taiwan. Here, you have to work very
hard. But in Taiwan, they have no idea about this (Woo, 1989, p.46).
Even though voluntary immigrants may be more motivated to adapt themselves to
the host culture, still the adjustment process is generally more difficult than anticipated
(Lee & Westwood, 1996; Man, 1997). For example, in a study of stress related to
immigration by Hattar and Meleis (1995), one Jordanian immigrant woman in California
described her experience as a new immigrant:
The first three years were really hard. I used to cry every day. My husband and I
felt like lost. Neither him nor I spoke English. We sold everything we owned in
Jordan and we came with what we thought would be a lot of money, but we were
discouraged to find out that we could not even buy a home or start a small
business here. My husband, who was a landlord in Jordan, had to take a night job
in a factory where speaking English was not required (p.529).
The importance of Hattar and Meleis’ (1995) research to this study is its focus on
women’s immigration experiences from their perspectives. However, since the majority
of the women were homemakers (92% of a total of 30 participants) with limited
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education (20% had less than primary schooling, 37% had primary schooling, 33% had a
high school education, and 10% had a junior college education), their experiences may
not be applicable to the population of professional immigrant women.
Immigrants’ stereotyping America as a land of opportunity for upward mobility
and the ultimate affluence seems prevalent across different ethnic groups (Lobodzinska,
1986). The confrontation of their illusions with reality often causes immigrants
disappointment and confusion and brings about much frustration and distress in the
process of adjustment to their new lives in the States. In fact, it is not uncommon that
immigrants cope with the harsh reality in the host society by withdrawing to the past and
glorifying the life in their home country (Shin & Shin, 1999). However, Woo (1989)
observed that by engaging in constant comparison of life in the home country with life in
the host country, some of his immigrant participants intensified their emotional ties to
their home country which in turns served to magnify negative feelings of their lives and
hindered their ability to adjust to the adopted country.
An Uprooting Experience
Immigration, even when willingly chosen and eagerly sought, causes significant
losses in every immigrant’s life. The geographic move by immigrants usually entails the
breaking of deep, meaningful ties with one’s homeland, family, friends, and a way of life.
Immigrants living in a new country often have to give up familiar food, native music,
unquestioned social customs, and even one’s language. As Hoffman (1989) described in
her renowned autobiography, the loss of leaving her homeland was so distressing that she
felt her life was virtually ending. Indeed, many immigrants continue to suffer from
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nostalgia and homesickness years after resettlement in their newly adopted country
(Akhtar, 1999; Hoffman, 1989; Woo, 1989).
The loss of social support also has significant impact on immigrants’ family life
and mental well-being. To investigate to what extent Asian immigrant women suffer
from postpartum depression and what impact depression has on women and their
families, Song (1992) interviewed 40 married immigrant women of Asian descent in the
States (13 Chinese, 7 Japanese, 16 Korean, 4 Vietnamese). The study sample ranged
from working class to upper middle class and two thirds of the subjects had some college
education. Song reported that 68 percent of the women stated that they lacked support
from their husbands and 75 percent had no close relatives living near by. A majority of
the depressed immigrant women indicated a lack of support from extended families; the
loss of social support increased immigrant women’s vulnerability to postpartum
depression.
Because of the profound losses and disruption of continuity in lives that
immigration involves, the identity of immigrants also faces challenges. Espin (1992) in
her study of immigration further illustrated the impact of the uprooting experience:
The loss experienced by an immigrant encompasses not only the major and
obvious losses of country, a way of life, and perhaps family. The pain of
uprootedness is also activated in subtle forms by the everyday absence of familiar
smells, familiar foods, and familiar routines for doing the small tasks of daily life.
It is the lack of...the average expectable environment... which can become a
constant reminder of what is not there anymore. It is the loss of this average
expectable environment that can be most disorienting and most disruptive of the
person’s previously established identity (p. 13).
Indeed, immigration often presents challenges that may threaten immigrants’
identity especially when their cultural and linguistic backgrounds are different from those
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of the mainstream society. Reflecting on her immigration experience, Hoffman (1989)
vividly described how the loss of language proficiency restrained her from being herself
and forced her to put on a different persona when she said, “I am enraged at the false
persona I’m being stuffed into, as into some clumsy and overblown astronaut suit”
(p. 119).
It should be noted that cultural and language barriers also prohibit immigrants
from functioning competently in the new country. Their loss of competence and security
not only results in their downward mobility vocationally but it also threatens their sense
of self-validation psychologically (Ben-Sira, 1997; Ishiyama &Westwood, 1992; Lee &
Westwood, 1996; Woo, 1989).
Although studies of immigration suggest that most immigrants eventually manage
to function productively in their new country, many immigrants reported a continued
sense of social marginality in their host society (Anderson, 1985; Hattar & Meleis, 1995;
Shin & Shin, 1999). To study the support networks developed by immigrant women with
young children in Canada, Lynam (1985) interviewed 12 immigrant women from nonEnglish speaking countries. Lynam reported that all the women in her study felt isolated
from the people and resources in the mainstream Canadian society. One woman
illustrated her feelings of loneliness in Canada by contrasting them to feelings about her
community in her native country:
(In Yugoslavia)...you extend your closeness to other people. You don’t feel you
are complete only in your family unit. You’re complete wherever you go. That’s
missing here. We (my husband and myself) are not satisfied with just ourselves.
Sometime I think there must be something wrong. I would like to meet other
people but nobody here has the same need (p. 328-329).
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Participants in Lynam’s study attributed their sense of isolation in Canada to a
lack of a mutual basis of understanding between themselves and the native Canadians.
Similar to Lynam’s findings, the 30 Jordanian immigrant women in Hattar and Meleis’
study (1995) also indicated that their perceptions of being misunderstood and
stereotyped, as well as their perceived limited ability to relate to Americans’ lives, are
major obstacles to establishing meaningful relationships with people of the host country.
Tremendous Learning Tasks
While immigrants are challenged to resolve a crisis of loss, they are also
confronted by a crisis of load—the many compelling demands that affect their survival in
the new country (Rumbaut, 1991). As is well documented in the literature (Akhtar, 1999;
Hattar & Meleis, 1995; Hoffman, 1989; Shin & Shin, 1999; Woo, 1989), the demands
that immigrants face are numerous and complicated. They often need to learn a new
language, acquire culturally specific employment know-how and skills, as well as
develop some understanding to negotiate within complicated financial, legal, and
healthcare systems. For immigrants whose home culture is collectivistic and
homogeneous such as in Asian countries, the diversity of U.S. culture is particularly
difficult to understand and live with. Immigrants from such cultural backgrounds need to
learn the complex and sensitive intergroup relations within the host country. In addition,
they are confronted by America’s emphasis on individualism, the rights of women and
children, the liberal attitudes toward parenting, education, courtship and marriage, and
the extensive social services replacing the extended family support system (Nann, 1982;
Ben-Sira, 1997).
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Immigrants often come to the U.S. seeking a better future for their children, but
parents raising children in a new country may encounter many difficulties in addition to
general adjustment issues. First, immigrant parents must adapt to a new educational
system that usually has very different expectations based on different philosophical
underpinnings from those of their home country. For parents with limited English skills,
the communication between home and school is particularly difficult (Nann, 1982; Yao,
1985). Furthermore, as children enter American schools, English as a language and the
norms of the dominant culture become increasingly important to them. The interface of
the new language and culture on the one hand and the ethnic language and culture on the
other hand may become a source of conflict between the parents and child as well as a
source of confusion in relation to the child’s identity (Espin, 1992; Nann, 1982; Sung,
1985; Yao, 1985). To handle these challenges successfully immigrant parents again are
under strain to go beyond their own growing experience and to learn parenting skills that
are culturally appropriate in the host country. Thus for many immigrant parents,
parenthood in the new country entails tremendous learning tasks.
As illustrated in the review outlined above, literature on immigration has offered
extensive descriptions about immigrants’ common adjustment issues. However,
immigrants are such a diverse group that their experiences vary greatly depending on
factors such as country of origin, ethnicity, age of immigration, gender, sexual
orientation, and socioeconomic status. Acknowledging culture as an important variable
in explaining immigrants’ experiences, many studies of immigration are conducted on a
specific ethnic group. Nonetheless, immigrant professionals as a distinct group are
clearly understudied. To understand the experiences of immigrant professionals, the
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following section reviews the literature on career adjustment issues faced by immigrant
professionals.

Career Adjustment Issues Faced by Immigrant Professionals
With changes in the economy and immigration policies of major receiving
countries such as Australia, Canada and the United States, individuals with a technical
certificate, trade designation, or college degree are in demand and consequently make up
a significant portion of the general immigration flow when compared to earlier
generations. For example, approximately 22 percent of the total number of immigrants
who immigrated to Canada from January 1, 1991 to October 31, 1993 are professionals
and technical workers (Lee & Westwood, 1996). These professional workers experience
general adjustment issues that all immigrants face as discussed earlier; moreover, they are
confronted by distinct challenges that are associated with their adjustment to the
workplace in the host country (Lee & Westwood, 1996). To understand their
immigration experience, the following areas are discussed: skill transferability and
employment skills, language and communication barriers, racial and ethnic
discrimination, and related psychological issues.
Skill Transferability and Employment Skills
Although immigrant professionals have a high level of education and training,
literature suggests that their overseas credentials may not be fully recognized by the host
country (Ben-Sira, 1997; Glenn, 1983; Lee & Westwood, 1996; Man, 1997; Woo, 1989).
Often the appropriate professional associations may not accept foreign earned degrees
and work experience; therefore, many immigrant professionals are required to undergo
retraining which essentially results in starting over if they intend to continue their
20

profession. For example, as a result of the changes in the Canadian immigration policies,
many highly skilled professionals and wealthy entrepreneurs in Hong Kong immigrated
to Canada after 1986. However, in spite of their skills and capitals, these immigrants
encountered tremendous difficulty in adjusting to the workplace in Canadian society.
Several studies that investigate their immigration experience in Canada show that these
highly skilled Hong Kong immigrants have great difficulty finding jobs that are
commensurable with their education and work experience because of difficulties in skill
transferability (Mak, 1991; Man, 1997; Chiu, 1994). In these studies immigrant
professionals report that a major problem they encounter in the job searching process in
Canada is that Canadian employers do not recognize their foreign earned expertise and
require them to have local experience. Consequently, many of them become unemployed
or are resigned to underemployment.
Another disadvantage that immigrant professionals face is that because of their
unfamiliarity with the new culture and because of their limited social networks, they are
not fully and accurately informed about career choices and opportunities that are
available and how to access them. In addition, they are also not well versed with
culturally appropriate employment seeking skills such as resume writing and interviewing
(Ishiyama &Westwood, 1992; Lee & Westwood, 1996; Mak, 1991). In a study of
unemployed immigrants, Borgen and Amundson (1984) found that some immigrants
adopted job search strategies which are appropriate in their home country but are selfdefeating in their host country.
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Language and Communication Barriers
For immigrant professionals from non-English speaking countries, language
competency is a huge barrier in maintaining and advancing their profession in major
receiving countries such as Canada and the United States. (Westwood & Ishiyama, 1991;
Woo, 1989). The effects of language deficit cannot be overestimated for it affects almost
every aspect of career development from getting a job, dealing with people and problem
solving at work, to making and maintaining networks, to work toward career
advancement (Westwood & Ishiyama, 1991; Woo, 1989). In fact, overall oral
communication skills were ranked as the number one variable sought by employers in
relation to job selection (Atkins & Kent, 1989). Immigrant professionals without good
command in oral English competence may not be hired in spite of a high level of
technical skill. It also should be noted that in addition to professional writing and
reading, the professional milieu often requires advanced communication skills such as
oral presentation, conflict resolution, and negotiation. To master these tasks requires not
only the comprehension of basic English but also a keen understanding of the specific
terminology in one’s field as well as nuances in language and interpersonal relationship
of the host culture (Lee & Westwood, 1996). When discussing the employment coping
styles of new Hong Kong immigrants in Canada, Mak (1991) reported that even with
appropriate licensure, immigrant professionals still had great difficulty competing with
locals for positions in counseling, law, and teaching because these professions require a
near-native proficiency in the English language.
The language and communication barriers have serious psychological effects on
immigrants from non-English speaking backgrounds. Westwood and Ishiyama (1991)
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noted that nonnative speakers of English often experience what they call “second
language anxiety” in a social situation. Second language anxiety refers to the self-doubt
and anxiety that nonnative speakers feel because they are constantly worried about
making linguistic mistakes, not understanding others accurately, being negatively
perceived by others, or embarrassing themselves publicly. For immigrant professionals,
second language anxiety can contribute to their poor self-presentation and consequently
the employers’ underestimation of their abilities. Moreover, they may also avoid social
contact with natives and withdraw from anxiety-provoking situations that may be
professionally rewarding.
Prejudice and Discrimination
While affirmative action and employment equity is promoted as a policy in North
America, immigrant professionals still encounter various forms of prejudice and
discrimination in the workplace. For example, to explore the experiences of women in
middle-class Hong Kong immigrant families in Canada, Man (1997) interviewed 30
highly educated Chinese women. These women were all married and many of them were
professionals prior to entering Canada. While talking about their husbands’ and their
own career adjustment in Canada, the women reported that even with their English
proficiency and outstanding credentials they had great difficulty finding work
commensurate with their qualifications and experience. Man maintained that
employment practices in the form of the requirement of “Canadian experience” and the
lack of recognition and calibration of the immigrants’ previous qualifications are forms of
institutionalized racism against immigrants from non-English and non-French spheres.
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When immigrant professionals are hired, prejudice and discrimination can still
occur in more subtle ways. Lee and Westwood (1996) noted that native employers tend
to perceive immigrants as less popular and less respected among the fellow employees,
thus causing employers to be less likely to promote immigrants to a position of power
such as management or administration. Similarly, Shin and Chang (1988) found that
despite their image of success, immigrant professionals are disproportionately
represented in peripheral areas in their professional fields in regard to their job
responsibilities. In examining the effects of immigrant status on their choice of medical
practice specialty among the Korean immigrant physicians in the States, Shin and Chang
(1988) systematically compared the career development of 1043 physicians graduated
from a Korean medical school during 1953 to 1972. As of 1985, of the total participants,
442 were still residing in Korea, while 601 were in the United States. The study showed
that immigrant physicians in the United States are more likely to practice in periphery
specialties than both their nonmigrant counterparts in Korea and native counterparts in
the States. Moreover, their marginal status does not improve as they become more
assimilated into the dominant culture. These findings suggest that foreign-trained
immigrant professionals seem to carry a continuing stigma of a stranger in an alien
professional world and consistently remain “the second choice” in spite of their
competency.
Psychological Issues Related to Career Adjustment
The challenges that immigrant professionals face in job searches and in
adjustment to a different work culture are largely shared by most immigrants. However,
because of their elite status in their home country, immigrant professionals are confronted
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by a host of psychological issues that are different from those of other immigrants. First,
many immigrant professionals have based their self-identities on the competencies and
rewards of being elite in their home country; therefore, their downward mobility in the
new country causes tremendous loss in self-validation. This situation is particularly true
with recent immigrant professionals from places in Asia such as Hong Kong, Taiwan,
and Korea (Min, 1984; Man, 1997; Mak, 1991; Woo, 1989; Shin & Shin, 1999). These
immigrant professionals usually have had to study and work hard for years in a highly
competitive system in their native countries to achieve the success they earned prior to
leaving their countries of origin. They are the few who had opportunities to receive
advanced education and consequently secured a financially rewarding and socially
respected position.
On arriving in their host country, these elite professionals are suddenly reduced to
strangers in a foreign land: they have lost not only their customary life style but also their
elite status. For immigrants from non-white backgrounds, they have become members of
a visible minority group who speak English as a second language, and with an accent.
Because of the dramatic changes in their social status, immigrant professionals are
particularly vulnerable when unemployment or underemployment occurs. Based on her
observations of highly skilled Hong Kong immigrants to Canada, Mak (1991) noted that
experiencing diminished competencies and rewards due to immigration, many of these
formerly successful immigrants feel like lesser individuals who are unwelcome,
invalidated, and unfulfilled in the new country. Frustration, anger, hopelessness, and
shame are also commonly experienced negative feelings that result from the loss of a
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previous career identity serving as an anchor for self-worth and personal fulfillment
(Westwood & Ishiyama, 1991; Woo, 1989).
Because the existence of a larger flow of immigrant professionals is a relatively
recent phenomenon in international immigration, research on immigrant professionals is
scarce, and most of the studies are based on recent Hong Kong immigrants to Canada.
Although these immigrants share cultural and educational backgrounds with the
population of interest for the present study, the differences between the two groups limit
the utility of previous studies. For instance, most Hong Kong immigrants to Canada are
established wealthy professionals who are motivated by political reasons instead of
occupational development. In contrast, many professional Chinese immigrant women to
the States start their journey forward professionalism as graduate students who usually
have limited financial resources but strong aspirations in their careers. The former
usually speak better English and are more familiar with western culture due to the British
colonization whereas the latter often own postsecondary degrees from the new country.
Within the larger social context, the economic situations, immigration policies, and
history of immigration of both countries are also different. Although the following
section may shed light on the work experience of female immigrant professionals in the
U.S., how these differences play out in the lives of professional Chinese immigrant
women is an area that needs further investigation. Additionally, with the exception of
Man’s study (1997), the studies do not explore how gender impacts female professionals’
immigration experience. Taking a feminist point of view, Man’s analyses revealed how
Canada’s immigration policies, economic structure, child rearing system, and racial and
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sexual discrimination created impediments in these women’s lives. Thus, Man’s findings
are particularly relevant to the present study.
Immigrant Women and Work
In order to understand the career development of Chinese professional immigrant
women in the U.S., it is important to review the existing, though scant, research on
female immigrant workers. To this end, this section will first provide an overview of the
work experience of immigrant women in general, followed by a look at the literature on
Asian immigrant women’ labor participation in particular. The review will end with an
examination of the studies on the performance of professional immigrant women.
Overview
Throughout the history of the United States, women have constituted a significant
share of the immigrant population. From the mid-1800s to the 1920s, two out of every
five immigrants were women, and since 1930, more than half of immigrants have been
women. Immigrant women not only dominated the U.S. immigration flow in the past 60
years, their participation in the labor force and economic activity also underwent
significant changes. As of 1997 more than two out of five immigrant workers are
women, and immigrant women contributed more than 15 percent to the growth of the
country’s labor force (Donato, 1992; Vemez, 1999).
Contrary to the stereotype that women migrate as dependents of their husbands or
fathers (Kelson & DeLaet, 1999; Stier, 1991), most immigrant women, both single and
married, immigrate to the States with the intent to work. In fact, they generally are more
likely to work in the States than in their countries of origin (Vemez, 1999). Several
studies indicated that although immigrant women’s increased economic participation
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seems to reflect financial necessity, it is also influenced by the adoption of the U.S.
values regarding gender equality and the rejection of traditional female roles (Pedraza,
1991; Prieto, 1992; Schwartz-Seller, 1981).
Even though immigrant women’s participation in the U.S. workforce is high, they
are more likely than native-born women to work in low-skill occupations and industries
such as textile and garment, electronic manufacturing, and domestic services. In fact, the
vulnerability of immigrant women to exploitation and discrimination is well documented
across many studies of the experience of immigrant women in the labor market (Boyd,
1992; Brettell and Simon, 1986). In general, research findings suggest that a sizable
group of immigrant women are not doing well in the U.S. labor market because workers
in these particular occupations often receive low wages and have limited opportunities for
advancement (Boyd, 1992; Pedraza, 1991). However, these studies are also criticized for
their lack of generalizability due to limited observations in a small segment of the labor
market and biased interpretations of immigrant women’ experience. Simon and DeLey
(1984) noted that some immigrant women may feel relatively satisfied with their work in
the States when compared with the situation at their home culture.
Using data from the decennial censuses and the Current Population surveys,
Vemez (1999) systematically investigated the work experience of immigrant women in
the U.S. from 1960 to 1997. According to his analysis of the characteristics of recent
female immigrants, Vemez found that compared with native-born women, immigrant
women are two times more likely than native-born women to have fewer than 12 years of
education. The same study showed that the fertility rate of immigrant women is 16
percent higher than that of native-born women. The divergence in education and fertility
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rate between immigrant women and native-born women has led the first group to become
increasingly less likely to participate in the labor force and more likely to be unemployed
and to earn lower wages than the second group.
Vemez (1999) also reported that immigrant women have consistently been paid
lower wages than their native-born counterparts regardless of their educational attainment
or of the industry in which they work. The differential ranges from a few percentage
points to as high as 22 percentage points in the textile and apparel industry. However,
factors that contribute to immigrant women’s lower wages were not directly explored in
Vemez’s study.
The earnings and labor force participation of immigrant women have been a
scholarly interest in the studies of immigration. Researchers have identified several
factors that may be particularly relevant to immigrant women’s work decision and
economic mobility in the United States. These factors include the transferability of
country-of-origin skills to the U.S. labor market, family circumstances, and cultural
factors. In terms of skills, higher level of education is found to be consistently related to
higher earnings and somewhat less consistently associated with higher labor force
participation (Stier, 1991; Vemez, 1999). Furthermore, the acquisition of U.S.-specific
skills such as English proficiency, the development of job contacts, and job training is
also related to the increase of immigrant women’s earnings (Duleep & Sanders, 1993)
A few family factors are also found to be associated with married immigrant
women’s decision to work. The presence of extended family members in the household
increases women’s labor force participation, whereas the presence of children under the
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age of six lowers it (Duleep, 1988; Stier, 1991). The effect of the husband’s earnings on
immigrant women’s decision to work, however, has not been determined (Vemez, 1999).
In addition to individual and family factors, Reimers (1985) introduced the idea
that cultural factors may help explain immigrant women’s labor behavior. Reimers
asserted, “Cultural differences may give rise to systematic differences in utility functions
that leads to systematic differences in behavior by women.. .who face the same
constraints or opportunity set” (p.251). Reimers’ cultural hypothesis is difficult to test
because intergroup variations in the work performance of female immigrants overlap
with their differences in education, family responsibilities, and English proficiency as
independent variables. Yet cultural factors may critically influence the makeup of these
variables and there are residual differences that cannot be explained by education, family
responsibilities, and English proficiency (Vemez, 1999). Duleep and Sanders (1993)
suggested that clues for the cultural influence on women’s labor force participation may
only be discovered by examining the history of individual groups.
Asian Immigrant Women
Today the countries of origin of immigrant women are evenly distributed among
North America (mostly from Mexico); Latin America, Asia, Europe, Africa, the Middle
East, and other parts of the world (Vemez, 1999). Women who immigrate to the United
States not only come from all over the world, they also come with varied characteristics.
Constituting about 25 percent of the immigrant women in the U.S., Asian immigrant
women as a group present distinct patterns in their performance in the workplace.
Compared with non-Latino whites (European and Canadian immigrant women),
the Asian women are relatively young and recent immigrants: half or more of them have
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been in the country for fewer than ten years (Duleep and Sanders, 1993; Vemez, 1999).
Asian immigrant women have higher levels of education than that of any other immigrant
group and even of native-born women. In fact, half of the Filipinas and one-third of the
Chinese, Japanese, and Korean immigrant women are college graduates Vemez, 1999).
Although a majority of Filipino and Asian Indian women are proficient in English, most
Asian immigrant women have difficulty in English. The family structures of Asian
immigrant women resemble those of native-born women, but in general they are more
likely to be married and have lower divorce and separation rates. Notably, Asian
immigrant women are also more likely to have small children at home (Duleep &
Sanders, 1993; Stier, 1991; Vemez, 1999).
Even though Asian women have difficulty in English and have younger children
to care for, they are more likely to work than are non-Latino white immigrant women
with the exception of Japanese wives (Duleep & Sanders, 1993). In fact, Asian women
have lower rates of employment at entry, but they reach parity with native bom women
within ten years or so and their earnings exceed those of native bom women throughout
their lifetimes (Vemez, 1999). Researchers suggest that although Asian immigrant
women’s high labor force participation is positively associated with their educational
attainment, their decision to work is also influenced by a family investment strategy
(Duleep & Sanders, 1993). This pattern suggests that Asian immigrant wives work in
order to finance their husbands’ investment in skills that will help them pursue a career in
the U.S. This finding underlines the importance of studying immigrant women’s career
development within their family context.
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Professional Immigrant Women
In the same study conducted by Vemez in 1999, analysis of data showed that
among the college educated, immigrant women are as likely as native-born women to
work in occupations such as engineers, health professionals, and technicians. However,
immigrant women are much less likely than native bom women to be teachers, lawyers,
and social workers. Teaching in particular is a profession that has the greatest differential
presentation between immigrant women and native bom women: immigrant women are
almost three times less likely than native bom women to be employed as teachers (9
percent versus 25 percent). In general, professions that demand more cultural specific
skills are underrepresented by immigrant women. This pattern may reflect a negative
selectivity among immigrant women, or indeed, may reflect barriers placed for
professional immigrant women in obtaining certification to practice in the field of their
expertise. On the other hand, immigrant women have a relatively high concentration in
computer related occupations such as hardware and software programming.
Even though a majority of college-educated immigrant women can find jobs that
match their education and training, there is also evidence that suggests that professional
immigrant women are more likely than native bom women to have difficulty finding such
jobs. Twice as many college-graduate immigrant women (12 percent) work in low-skill
occupations as do native bom women (5 percent). The difficulties that these immigrant
women experience demand further investigation (Vemez, 1999).
The earnings of immigrant women have typically been lower than those of native
bom women regardless of their level of education, and that discrepancy has increased
over time. However, this pattern changed in the 1990s for the college-educated
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immigrant women in high-tech industries. By 1997, immigrant women who had some
college education or who were college graduates were earning more than native bom
women with an equivalent level of education. In addition, the earnings of collegeeducated immigrant women in the hospital industry also exceeded those of native bom
women. Research suggests that because the hospital industry provides 24-hour services,
immigrant women’s higher earnings in this particular industry may be related to their
working more hours and working at night shifts (Vemez,1999).
Quantitative studies on the work experience of the immigrant women such as
Vemez’s have added valuable information to our understanding of the immigration
phenomenon. The findings offer us an overview of the performance of immigrant
women in the labor force in contrast with native-born women. In addition, the findings
identify key factors that determine the women’s decision to enter the labor market and
their economic mobility over lifetime. Nonetheless, the study has three major limitations.
First, a macro-study is useful in identifying the overall pattern and predicting
national trend of immigrant women in the labor force, but it tells us little about the
complexity of immigrant women’s career development. Factors such as education,
family responsibilities, and English proficiency may appear to be statistically significant
predictors of the women’s experience, but gender relations, race and class discrimination,
poverty, immigration policy, and cultural background may increase our understanding of
the underlying process of immigrant women’s labor performance in the U.S. In addition,
how these factors interact with each other, an area that remains unexplored, may shed
light on the complex process of immigrant women’s experience.
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Second, these studies do not investigate the subjective accounts of immigrant
women’s experience and the strategies they use in adjusting to the world of work in the
host society. These issues are important in shaping the image of immigrant women as
well as providing useful information for social services workers.
Finally, interpretation of these studies can be very misleading. For example,
statistically, immigrant women may appear to be successful in some areas such as
earnings in the high-tech and hospital services. Thus, it seems logical to conclude that
immigrant women, especially at the professional level, are doing very well in the
workplace. However, this kind of argument does not take into consideration that
compared with native bom women, professional immigrant women often need to pay a
high price to overcome all sorts of barriers to be able to practice in their profession. This
is usually done at the expense of their physical and mental well being, the quality of
family life, underemployment, and longer working hours or overwork. One may also
argue that given equal footing, professional immigrant women may excel their nativeborn counterparts for they usually are from a very select group in their country of origin.
In addition, given the obstacles that professional immigrant women face, they may not be
doing as well as their counterparts in home country.
To address the above limitations, the present study will use narrative analysis to
facilitate Chinese women immigrant professionals to tell the stories of their career
development and coping strategies. In addition, gender relations, discrimination, poverty,
immigration policy, education, family responsibilities, English proficiency, and cultural
background will be explored to determine how they affect these women’s lives.
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Adaptive Strategies that Immigrants Use
As discussed previously, immigrants’ adjustment in their new country is a
challenging and complicated experience that can be less than pleasant. Many immigrants
have to struggle in an adverse environment in order to establish themselves in their new
country. However, in spite of the adversity, immigrants pull together their resources and
develop various strategies to adapt to their host society in response to the particular
circumstances they are facing. As suggested in the literature, these adaptive strategies
draw upon factors related to cultural heritage, strengths of ethnic community, family
resources, religious practice, and individual characteristics (Glenn, 1983; Hattar &
Meleis, 1995; Kibria, 1994; Man, 1997; Min, 1984; Shin & Shin, 1999; Woo, 1989). To
better understand their coping approach, the following section focuses on the strategies
and resources immigrants use in their adaptation to the new country.
Some Useful Mental Sets
The Adapter Mentality
In his qualitative study of Chinese immigrants in the United States, Woo (1989)
noted that for those immigrants who have managed to successfully re-settle in America,
they seemed to share a world view that facilitated their successful adjustment as an
immigrant. Woo identified three key elements of what he calls the “adapter mentality”.
First, even though most immigrants did not have any idea about the amount of
adjustment that they had to make, they were well aware that changes were necessary in
order to build a new life in the U. S. Their anticipation of change provided them with a
readiness and flexibility to deal with challenges in adjusting to the new environment.
Second, most respondents in Woo’s study also demonstrated a high level of tolerance and
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endurance toward adverse life conditions that helped them go through some difficult
times especially in regard to their occupational adjustment. Woo stated, “even if the
immigrants had to deal with all types of adversity, they seemed to have accepted this as a
condition they had to put up with - one of the costs for being an immigrant in the States.”
(p. 53)
Finally, closely linked to the immigrants’ endurance of adversity is their ability to
defer immediate gratification in order to attain long-term goals. That is, the immigrants
were willing to tolerate negative life conditions with the hope that they could live a better
life later. For many immigrant parents, the benefits for their children in the new country
were the motive to keep them going. Although Woo attributed the “adapter mentality” to
Chinese cultural heritage, the qualities of the “adapter mentality” are not exclusive
among Chinese immigrants. Research in immigrants’ adjustment also indicates similar
characteristics in other ethnic groups such as Vietnamese and Jordanian immigrants
(Hattar & Meleis, 1995; Kibria, 1994; Nann, 1981).
A Better Future for the Children
As noted in the literature, one of the primary motives for those who immigrate is
to seek a better future for their children (Man, 1997; Woo, 1989). Many immigrant
parents are willing to sacrifice their established status iff their home culture if they think
immigrating to another country is in the best interest of their children. Giving up his
well-established career in Hong Kong, a former advertising manager stated, “ When I
made the decision to emigrate, I thought more of the children than myself.” (Woo, 1989,
p. 29)
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The focus on their children’s future provides immigrants with adaptive functions
on two levels. First, immigrant parents’ dedication to the well-being of their children
often gives them a sense of meaning, strength, and hope especially when the parents are
suffering losses in their social and economic status in the new country (Ip & Lever-Tracy,
1999; Mak, 1991; Woo, 1989). This is particularly true for immigrants from a
collectivist culture where children’s achievement is an essential source of familial status
and prestige in the ethnic community (Kibria, 1994). The following narrative of a
Jordanian woman illustrates how the children’s achievement was closely linked to the
meaning of the family’s immigration:
...I always tell them [her children] that their father and I are willing to sacrifice
our health and everything we own for their sake as long as they follow our
teachings and raise our heads in the community. We just cannot take any chance,
and we have to make sure that our name will not be disfigured; otherwise, what is
the point of being here? Nothing is worth putting the name of the family in the
mud (Hattar & Meleis, 1995, p. 523).
The second adaptive function of the investment in the children’s future is that the
children’s achievement is an effective path for the immigrant family as a whole to move
upward economically. In study of the success of Vietnamese immigrants in the United
States, Kibria (1994) observed that many Vietnamese parents explicitly identified the
children’s education as an investment for the collective future of the kin group. Children
are usually expected to make financial contributions to their family after completing
college and thus they tend to choose occupational fields that would allow them to more
effectively meet their family financial obligations.
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Strategies for Economic Adaptation
In spite of the fact that economic motive is one of the primary reasons for
immigration, most immigrants experience tremendous difficulty in economic adjustment
in their adoptive country as discussed in previous sections. Research indicates that the
adjustment strategies adopted by immigrants vary according to the conditions faced by
particular ethnic groups during given historical periods (Glenn, 1983). Thus, the
following section focuses on the strategies used by recent immigrants, strategies such as
underemployment, women’s employment, the astronaut family, and small business.
Underemployment
As a result of the disadvantages discussed previously, many immigrants are
resigned to jobs that are not compatible with their training and their self-image in order to
make a living. In an analysis of 1970 Census data, Chiswick (1978 & 1979) found that
immigrant men initially earn less than native-born men of equivalent education and
experience, but that with time in the United States, their relative earnings increase. It
seems that underemployment is an adaptive strategy that most immigrants use in order to
earn wages while learning U.S. specific labor market skills.
Women’s Employment
Many immigrant families find it difficult to make a living because of the high cost
of living in the highly industrialized host countries such as the United States and Canada
and because of insufficient income that husbands are able to provide for the families.
Consequently, the wives must work for wages to improve the family’s economic situation
(Glenn, 1983; Ngo, 1994; Shin & Shin, 1999). Vemez (1999), a researcher in immigrant
labor studies, reported that immigrant women are more likely to work in the States than
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in their countries of origin, and that the women’s paid labor participation is mostly a
result of financial necessity. Clearly, immigrant women’s employment in the paid labor
market is an effective strategy to reduce family financial need.
The Astronaut Family
In response to difficulties in setting up businesses or in securing employment in
their adoptive country, some immigrants develop a new kind of family arrangement
known as astronaut families (Man, 1997; Mak, 1991). An astronaut family is one in
which a spouse (typically the husband) returns to the home country to maintain or
develop their career while the rest of the family (usually the wife and children) reside in
the country they immigrate to. The spouses who stay in the home country usually visit
their families several times a year but leave their spouses and children fending for
themselves in the foreign country most of the time. The term “astronaut” was coined for
the spouses who stay in the home country because they spend a lot of time flying between
their home country and host country.
The astronaut phenomenon is fairly new and particularly prevalent among recent
Hong Kong immigrants to Canada since the 1980s. Most astronauts are affluent middleclass professionals and businessmen who believe they can make much more money in
Hong Kong than overseas; thus they opt to continue working there in order to maintain
their elite lifestyle (Man, 1997 & Mak, 1991).
Small Businesses
Another strategy adopted by immigrants in their economic adaptation is their
involvement in small business. All over the world immigrants are found to have a high
involvement in entrepreneurial activities (Borjas, 1986). Immigrant enterprises are
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usually small in scale and are labor-intensive. Even though they are predominantly
begun and controlled by males, research shows that wives play a crucial role in the
emergence and consolidation of immigrant businesses (Ngo, 1994). In fact, researchers
in Australia noted that with the changing demographics of recent immigrants, there is
emerging a new element of women entrepreneurs in some Asian communities. These
immigrant women start businesses either as an equal partner or on their own to optimize
their family’s opportunities and resources in the new country (Ip & Lever-Tracy, 1999).
In the United States, about one-third of Korean immigrant families are engaged in very
successful small businesses (Kim, 1981; Light, 1980; Min, 1984). In a study of Korean
immigrants’ economic adaptation, Min (1984) interviewed 159 randomly selected Korean
businessmen in the Atlanta area. A majority of these Korean immigrants were highly
educated middle-class professionals in Korea. These immigrants reported that they
started a small business because they were not able to find desirable white-collar
occupations in the States and they perceived a small business as the only means to
achieve social and economic mobility.
The Functions of Ethnic Community
The multiple functions of an ethnic community to the immigrants have been well
documented in the literature (Glenn, 1983; Kibria, 1990; Lynam; 1985; Nann, 1982;
Woo, 1989). Many immigrants, especially those with limited English speaking ability,
tend to settle in or near their ethnic community in the new country in order to trade in
ethnic stores, develop social networks, and find employment. The importance of ethnic
community is particularly delineated in Lynam’s (1985) study of support networks
developed by immigrant women in Canada. In her qualitative study, 12 immigrant
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women with young children were interviewed to understand how these women defined
their needs and what resources they perceived to be available to meet those needs. The
women defined people from their ethnic community as insiders who were assumed to
understand them, their needs, and their experiences. The women used the ethnic
community as the second resource for support after their reliance on kin, and before their
utilization of support from outsiders such as people and agencies from the adoptive
country.
The nature of available support from ethnic communities ranges from tangible
assistance to emotional relief. For many immigrants the ethnic community, whether in
the form of social club or religious organization, provides a place to meet people coming
from the same cultural background and undergoing a similar experience of immigration
and resettlement. In these settings, new immigrants make friends, get information about
how to get along in the new country, and find work opportunities (Lynam, 1985; Shin &
Shin, 1999). More importantly, an ethnic community is a place where the immigrants
can speak their mother tongue, practice their customs and religions, and socialize the
children with their native cultural heritage (Hattar & Meleis, 1995; Shin & Shin, 1999).
In other words, in maintaining their ethnic identity, ethnic communities offer immigrants
a sense of belonging, continuity, and validation, which are critical to their emotional
well-being (Hattar & Meleis, 1995; Lynam, 1985).

The Impact of Immigration on Women’s Lives
As discussed earlier in the section on immigrants’ adaptation, immigrants have
developed various strategies to counter their challenges in the new country. While the
strategies may be economically effective, they also cause significant changes in
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immigrant women’s lives. Changes such as the increased workload, loneliness,
relationships with their spouses, psychological well-being, and freedom and personal
growth are areas that studies of immigrant women frequently address. To better
understand the experience of immigrant women, these issues are discussed in the
following section.
The Increased Workload
As discussed earlier, immigration entails tremendous learning tasks for every
immigrant. Immigrant women experience extensive stress in using a second (or third)
language along with cross-cultural adjustment just as their male counterparts do. In
addition, women immigrants experience increased workload due to their role overload
(Anderson, 1985). Immigrant women, especially those with children, report experiencing
exhaustion and frustration in fulfilling their multiple role obligations in their adoptive
country (Hattar & Meleis, 1995; Lynam, 1985; Shin & Shin, 1999). In studying the
experience of recent Korean immigrant women of middle class families, Shin and Shin
(1999) interviewed six well-educated middle-aged Korean wives residing in the New
York metropolitan area. The study found that a majority of these women had stayed at
home in Korea, but now in the new country they had to either work outside of the home
or run a family business to improve the family’s financial situation in the States. One
participant stated:
In America, women take responsibility for the family’s financial problems,
household duties, and children’s education. It’s hard to deal with different
problems at a time... In Korea, I had no difficulty in managing my household and
taking good care of my children. I also had spare time for cultivating hobbies.
But in America, things aren’t so easy (p. 609).
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Shin and Shin’s study is particularly useful in revealing recent Asian immigrant
women’s experiences in the U.S. However, it is important to consider the factors of
culture and previous working status in applying these findings to Chinese immigrant
women professionals. First, even though both Chinese and Korean cultures are heavily
influenced by Confucianism which stresses a strict patriarchal system, contemporary
Chinese culture in general is relatively less restricting than contemporary Korean culture
in women’s external employment and in confining women to traditional roles. Thus,
Chinese immigrant women may experience less cultural conflicts than their Korean
counterparts in adjusting to lives in the U.S. Second, a significant difference between the
Korean immigrant women and the Chinese immigrant women that the present study will
address is that in contrast to the Korean women, a majority of the Chinese immigrant
women have worked in their native country. Since immigrant women with working
experience in their native country may have expectations and identities that are different
from those of immigrant women who were homemakers in their native country, the
Chinese immigrant women may have career paths that are different from the Korean
women’s.
Immigrant women’s increased workload also is an indication of a lack of support
in their new country. First, many immigrant wives have limited access to help from their
husbands regarding child rearing and household work since the husband often needs to
work long hours to provide for the family (Hattar & Meleis, 1995). In the case of
astronaut families, immigrant women are practically left alone to manage the household
and raise children in the adoptive country (Man, 1997; Mak, 1991). Second, many
immigrant women lose support from their extended family back home (Freidenberg et al..
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1984; Shin & Shin, 1999). Finally, the change of their financial situation also prevents
them from hiring paid assistance, which is usually affordable for middle class families in
their home country (Man, 1997). Immigrant women who undergo childbirth in the
adoptive country are particularly vulnerable when the help from husbands and kin are
diminished (Hattar & Meleis, 1995; Song, 1997). The narrative of a Korean woman
vividly describes her predicament during childbearing in the States:
At first it was hard to accept the fact that I was all alone in a foreign country,
separated from my family. Here I am the only one who can solve my problems. I
often get a headache and feel stifled.... I was waiting for my first child. If I had
been in Korea, I would surely have been provided with all the necessities. The
hardest thing was that I wasn’t given a proper postcare treatment after my
delivery. I had a cesarean section, which demands more aftercare, and I did not
have enough money to hire someone (Shin & Shin, 1999, p. 611).
Loneliness
One of the themes that reoccurs in the literature is the persistent feelings of
loneliness and isolation that immigrant women experience since immigration (Hattar &
Meleis, 1995; Lynam, 1985; Man, 1996; Shin & Shin, 1999). In interviewing a group of
working class Indo-Canadian and Greek immigrant women in Canada, Anderson (1985)
found that for many of the immigrant women, feelings of loneliness and depression,
rather than physical health problems, were viewed as primary concerns in their lives.
These women experienced migration-related marginality, feeling that they did not belong
in either Canada or their home countries.
Although immigrant women’s sense of loneliness and isolation is a natural
consequence of their uprooting experience, research has identified additional factors that
reinforce these feelings. First, the increased workload and the fast pace of life in the host
country leave women little time and energy for social interactions and leisure activities
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(Hattar & Meleis, 1995; Man, 1997; Shin & Shin, 1999). A Jordanian woman expressed
her frustration in making social contacts as follows:
...We are spontaneous people, but life here leaves little room for spontaneity.
Everybody is busy, the men are busy all day long, the women are consumed by
the needs of the family and the children. We cannot socialize as we used to, and
now we have to make an appointment to visit a relative or friend. What kind of
life is this when the chances of developing close friendly relationships are not
there? I miss the old days so much that sometimes it hurts inside. We used to
gather over a cup of coffee in the morning and talk about everything in life. I
never knew how valuable this was, because now I do not find somebody to talk to
or share with my thoughts and feelings (Hattar & Meleis, 1995, p. 534).
Second, immigrant wives who do not work outside of the home seem to
experience more difficulties in the use of second language and have even less contact
with the adoptive culture. Consequently, their sense of loneliness and isolation is further
intensified:
It was a terrible feeling to be left at home alone without understanding a word of
what was being said on television or on the radio. My husband used to leave
early for his job and all the children were in school. Many times I felt as if life
was being choked out me... (Hattar & Meleis, 1995, p. 530).
Interspousal Relationships
As in other aspects of life, family dynamics such as interspousal relationships are
also profoundly influenced by immigration. In immigration studies, the effects of
immigration on marital relationships are usually examined in the areas of emotional
support, division of household tasks, and patterns of decision-making.
Studies show that immigrant women experienced great difficulty developing
friendships and meaningful relationships outside of the immediate family in their
adoptive country and as a result, they increase their expectations of support from their
spouses (Lynam, 1985). Immigrant women’s intense focus on marital relationships has
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various consequences. Women from collectivist cultures tend to place a greater emphasis
on avoiding spousal conflict than achieving egalitarian status since spousal support and
cooperation are particularly important after immigration. The literature suggests that the
level of conflict between immigrant couples may in fact be less than that between couples
from individualistic backgrounds (Hynie, 1996). For other women, immigration-related
demands add tremendous stress to the couples in ways that their marital relationships
suffer (Freidenberg, 1984; Lynam, 1985; Man, 1997; Shin & Shin, 1999). One of Shin
and Shin’s (1999) participants, a Korean immigrant woman, confessed, “[after
immigration] I quarreled with my husband over every small matter, and the quarreling
only grew more frequent” (p. 609).
In the case of astronaut couples, Man (1997) noted that many wives expressed
considerable worry and fear about their marital relationships. Some feared that their
husbands might have affairs out of loneliness and that the marriage would end up in a
divorce. Other wives feared that they might grow apart from their husbands and that the
children would not recognize their fathers any more. Most importantly, many astronaut
wives had difficulty deriving support from their husbands, and their emotionally
fragmented lives led to notably high incidences of marital discord, divorce, and parentchild problems (Mak, 1991; Man, 1997).
As discussed previously, immigrant families’ economic needs increase the
incidence and extent of wives’ external employment to help support the family. Women’s
employment outside of the home changes the patterns of decision-making and the sharing
of housework in immigrant couples. For example, when both women and men are
working, husbands generally tend to contribute somewhat to domestic chores. However,
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in reviewing literature on the impact of immigrant women’s employment on household
labor division and decision-making, Hynie (1996) concluded that the extent to which
women gain increased decision-making power and increased assistance in housework
seems largely determined by their income relative to that of their spouse’s. And since
immigrant women tend to work in low status and low paying jobs (Stier, 1991; Vemez,
1999), most men continue to dominate decision-making and contribute little or nothing to
domestic work. To explain immigrant couples’ continued endorsement of traditional
gender roles, Hynie (1996) proposed that an immigrant woman, particularly one from a
collectivist background, may perceive family harmony to be more important than her
own status within the family because the collective good of the family is a strong
emphasis in their culture.
Psychological Well-being
There is some question about whether the immigration process is a restraining
experience as opposed to a liberating experience for immigrant women. Research
suggests that this is a complicated inquiry that involves many variables and has multiple
dimensional interpretations (Ayse, 1994; Ferree, 1979; Freidenberg et al, 1984; Hattar &
Meleis, 1995; Hynie, 1996; Kibria, 1990; Man, 1997; Pessar, 1984; Shin & Shin, 1999).
On balance, there is evidence to support the hypothesis that factors such as gender, age,
presence of children, age of children, working status, and access to household aid do
affect immigrant women’s psychological well-being in their host country.
In studying the effect of immigration on Argentinean immigrant women in the
United States, Freidenberg and her colleagues (1984) conducted a qualitative and
quantitative study on 112 Argentineans in the New York City area. Using a stratified
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random sampling method, the study sample was evenly distributed among five
socioeconomic strata: working class, lower middle class, middle class, upper middle class
and upper class on the basis of occupation. Among the sample, 48 percent were female
and 52 percent male. In terms of educational attainment, 13 percent had attended
elementary school, 39 percent had completed high school, and 48 percent had attended or
completed college at the time of immigration. To measure the psychological well-being
of the subjects, the study employed standardized, cross-culturally validated instruments,
including the Psychiatric Epidemiology Research Interview Demoralization Index. The
research found that female immigrants were significantly more demoralized than their
male counterparts. In addition, they observed that women without children had the
lowest demoralization score among women and women with pre-school age children had
high demoralization scores even though these results were not statistically significant.
On the other hand, women without household help showed significantly greater
demoralization scores than did women with household help. These results do not seem to
be surprising since immigrant women with young children are one of the most
disadvantaged groups among immigrants due to their increased workload and lack of
support with domestic chores as reported earlier in this review.
In the general population, women’s participation in the paid labor force is widely
assumed to have some impact on the structure of sex-role attitudes and behavior in
women’s life (Ferree, 1979). Therefore, of particular interest is the question whether
immigrant women’s working status affects their emotional well-being, their sense of self
as a woman, and their attitudes toward gender roles. Overall, the literature suggests that
working immigrant women find employment (including self-employment) an
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empowering experience from which they derive tremendous pride, power, independence,
and satisfaction (Espin, 1997; Hynie, 1996; Ip & Lever-Tracy, 1999; Shin & Shih, 1999).
A Korean immigrant woman shared her feeling of empowerment since starting to work in
the States:
...Working outside isn’t easy [having customarily depended on my husband], but
now I feel proud that I have the ability to provide for my family. I also used to
study my husband’s face all the time, whereas now I feel that my thoughts are
also being reflected when deciding important matters (Shin & Shin, 1999, p. 611).
Freidenberg and her colleagues (1984) also found that non-working women show
significantly greater demoralization than working women. Analysis of their data also
revealed a relational pattern between demoralization scores and women’s occupational
mobility although the data did not reach statistical significance. That is, those women
who worked in Argentina but stopped working in the United States showed the greatest
levels of demoralization. Those women who began working after immigration showed
the least demoralization and those women whose working status did not change show an
intermediate level of demoralization. These results suggest that working outside the
household seems to have a positive relationship to the emotional well-being of immigrant
women despite all the difficulties they encounter at work.
In spite of the enhancement of their sense of self and psychological well-being,
most working immigrant women have to pay a price for increasing their workload and
they experience stress related to their paid employment. As the literature indicates,
immigrant women, like their native-born counterparts, adopt the familiar “supermom”
pattern of adding employment to their traditional responsibilities while most immigrant
men continue to contribute little to household work as discussed earlier (Ferree, 1979;
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Hynie, 1996; Ip & Lever-Tracy, 1999). In examining the affect of employment of Cuban
immigrant women on their attitudes toward gender roles, Ferree (1979) studied the
experiences of 122 Cuban women in Florida. Forty-two percent of these women had at
least some college education and 76 percent were married. Analyzing both personal
accounts and the results of questionnaires, Ferree reported that most Cuban immigrant
women saw employment as a family obligation to improve household economy rather
than a means to attain individual liberation. As such, employment did not imply changes
in traditional gender roles. It seems that although immigrant women’s employment has a
positive impact on their self-esteem, its influence on the areas of domestic decision
making and labor division remains limited (Hynie, 1996). Research findings also
indicate that immigrant couples tend to view wives as “supplementary earners” (Hynie,
1996; Sullivan, 1984); with this in mind, immigrant wives’ work is usually incorporated
into husbands’ career goals in order to enhance the long-term advancement of the whole
family (Duleep & Sanders, 1993; Man, 1997). Even though this strategy may be
economically adaptive for immigrant families, it also reinforces the patriarchal
relationship between the immigrant spouses (Hynie, 1996; Ngo, 1994).
Freedom and Personal Growth
It should be noted that although the study of immigration traditionally has a
strong emphasis on the predicament that immigrant women face, there is emerging
scholarship documenting the benefits that immigrant women enjoy through immigration
(Espin, 1997; Freidenberg, 1984; Ip & Lever-Tracy, 1999; Man 1997; Manriquee &
Manrique, 1999; Shin & Shin, 1999). As Espin (1997), a researcher who studies
immigrant women, described, the crossing of geographic borders through immigration
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seems to provide for women the space and permission to cross some cultural and
psychological boundaries and thus transforms the women’s lives. Perhaps the most
frequently mentioned advantage that many immigrant women appreciate is their newly
gained freedom as a woman in their host country. In the literature, both Latino and Asian
immigrant women explicitly expressed how the American culture offers them relief in
escaping the constraints imposed on women by their home society:
A woman in the United States can live alone, work, travel, and nobody thinks
anything bad of her. In Argentina, they would think I am crazy. ..Asa single
woman, I would have a more restricted life in Argentina—there is more
machismo (Freidenberg et al, 1984, p. 214).
The common conditions of a Korean woman’s life could be summarized as
conflicts of opinion with a mother-in-law. The benefits of my immigration is that
I don’t have to read other’s faces when I do something... I find it nice to be able
to devote myself to whatever work I’d like to do without having to be aware of
others...In Korea, various kinds of social restraints prevented me from working
with vigor. I was conscious of other’s eyes (they usually showed a negative
attitude toward a woman working)...[In Korea] I didn’t even know who I was,
what I really wanted, and what kind of work would suit me. I lived not for myself,
but for others.. .In America no matter what I do or what I wear outside, the people
don’t mind. I feel more free. Not until I came to America did I realize my true
self (Shin & Shin, 1999, p. 610).
It seems that since most immigrant women are from collectivist cultures where
group harmony, obedience, patriarchy, and hierarchical relationships are stressed, the
individualistic features of major receiving countries not only liberate the women from
traditional restrictions but also open doors for their personal fulfillment and the
development of a new identity. In the United States, many immigrant women become
employed outside the home for the first time in their lives after immigration. Some also
encounter opportunities to receive better education (Espin, 1997; Shin & Shin, 1999).
Using both individual interviews and focus groups, Espin (1997) studied how sexuality
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and identity in lesbian women were affected by immigration. All women in Espin’s
study report experiencing a broader cultural openness to lesbianism in the U.S. than in
their native countries; therefore, the process of immigration has positively fostered the
formation of their lesbian lifestyle and consequently transformed their sexual identity.
Epsin’s study is of importance because it explores immigrant women’s experiences in
sexuality, an area that is rarely studied in the literature of female immigration. The
vignettes excerpted from the participants’ stories show that most of the participants are
college educated, unmarried, and childless. One wonders if the freedom and liberating
experiences they have experienced can be applied to immigrant women who have
children and less education. In addition, Epsin did not provide information on the
number of participants, their age, and nationality, and thus, although the findings are
useful, it is difficult to determine its relevance to other groups of immigrant women.
It should also be noted that for some immigrant women, immigration brings new
appreciation of their spiritual life. Research shows that immigrant women who were not
religious in their home country began to attend religious meetings in the host society
(Shin & Shih, 1999; Woo, 1989); furthermore, women who already had a religion in
home society became even more committed to their faith after immigration (Hattar &
Meleis, 1995). A Korean immigrant woman stated:
If the value of immigration is estimated by economical standards, I would be
ranked in a quite low position. But I have earned things more valuable than
money, playing my part as a housewife in a totally foreign country...I believe that
wherever I live, whatever I do, the most important thing is to do my best with
what I have. I feel somewhat grateful that I have lived under difficult conditions,
for it has led me to a devoted religious life (Shih & Shih, 1999, p. 615).
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Another Jordanian immigrant woman also shared:
Today, more than ever, there are daily challenges to living within the teachings of
our culture. I see challenges in my family and in my social relationships, but
what distresses me the most are the challenges faced by my children, which can
potentially endanger their lives as well as their souls. In searching for ways to
assist, guide, and teach my children to live their lives as they should, I find myself
turning to God and the faith I was raised with. Being an Arab American Christian
is the core of my motherhood. I cannot imagine life any other way.. .(Hattar &
Meleis, 1995).
Immigrant women’s involvement in organized religion has its social and even
economic functions as most religious communities are also ethnically based (Lynam,
1985; Shin & Shin, 1999; Woo, 1989). However, beyond the tangible rewards, these
narratives reveal that a religious faith can render immigrant women a sense of meaning as
well as directions in their struggles as a wife, a mother, and a woman in a foreign land.
Thus it could be said that in a way their new appreciation of religious faith has ultimately
changed their priorities and values about their life.
As illustrated in this section of the literature review, current literature has revealed
important information on the strategies and resources immigrants use and their
subsequent impact on immigrant women’s lives. However, because some of the studies
were conducted over a decade ago, their applicability to recent immigrant women is
undetermined. In addition, none of the studies has investigated factors that affect female
immigrant professionals’ career development in the United States and strategies that the
women use to overcome the many challenges presented to them.
Conclusions of the Literature Review
As illustrated in this review, current literature has addressed many important
issues related to immigration. The discussion of immigrants’ common adjustment issues
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paints a broad picture of the experiences that immigrants share, and the overview of the
labor participation of immigrant women in the U.S. presents the context for women’s
immigration to the States. Of particular relevance are the descriptions of various
challenges that immigrant professionals face in their career development and the impact
of immigration on immigrant women’s lives. With these findings in mind, the proposed
study will investigate factors such as skill transferability, language barriers,
discrimination, and psychological adjustment in determining the work experience of
Chinese female immigrant professionals in the U. S. It is also clearly indicated in the
literature that immigrant women’s roles as wives and mothers have powerful impact on
their occupational adjustment. Findings such as Asian immigrant wives’ use of family
investment strategy (Duleep & Sanders, 1993), Hong Kong middle class immigrant
wives’ catering to their husbands’ new work schedule (Man, 1997), and Cuban immigrant
couples’ viewing wives as “supplementary earners” (Ferree, 1979) point to the
importance of studying immigrant women’s career development within their family
context as well as within the patriarchal system. For example, if Chinese female
immigrant professionals and their husbands see wives as “supplementary earners”, this
will definitely influences the women’s career paths in terms of their level of commitment
to their careers. In addition, these findings support the adoption of a feminist perspective
to guide the proposed study.
Although existing literature has offered useful information on the experiences of
immigrant women, current understandings of the career development of Chinese female
immigrant professionals in the States are limited. First, many studies have addressed
issues related to immigration, but special concerns of immigrant women are not
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investigated systematically. Second, assuming immigrant women are a homogeneous
group in terms of socioeconomic status, the limited studies of immigrant women do not
make distinctions between professional and nonprofessional women. Third, many studies
of immigration are conducted on a specific ethnic group and use the cultural approach to
explain immigrants’ experiences. But the distinctive experiences of immigrant women
are not viewed as being generated only by their cultural differences. Structural factors
such as immigration policies, discrimination, child rearing system are also critical to
determining immigrant women’s experiences. Finally, because research on immigrant
professionals is scarce and immigrant professionals are also a diverse group, the
generalization of previous findings should be made with great caution. For example,
most of the studies of immigrant professionals are based on recent Hong Kong
immigrants to Canada. Even though the population of interest for the present study share
cultural and educational backgrounds with these Hong Kong immigrants, differences in
their motives to immigrate, language skills, financial resources, and immigration history
as well as the two countries’ immigration policies and economic situations may limit the
utility of previous studies.
Methodologically, two major paradigms are adopted by the studies of immigrant
women. A good example of the first paradigm is Vemez’s (1999) macro-study of the
work experience of immigrant women in the Untied States. This line of research
employs statistic techniques to outline the human capital, distributions of occupations,
and earnings of immigrant women by different racial groups as well as to identify factors
that affect immigrant women’s decision to work for wages. This type of study provides
useful information on the overall pattern and national trend of immigrant women in the
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labor force, but it tells us little about the complexity of female immigrant professionals’
career development. In addition, these studies do not investigate the subjective accounts
of immigrant women’s experience and how individual women make meaning of their life
experience.
The second methodology used by studies of immigrant women is a qualitative
research paradigm that involves in-depth interviews with a small number of participants
and thematic analysis of their personal accounts. Hattar & Meleis’ (1995) study of
Jordanian immigrant women and Shin & Shin’s (1999) study of Korean immigrant
women are representative of this research method. This type of research, whether it is
named as phenomenological research or narrative analysis, studies women’s experiences
from their point of view and stresses the importance of voicing immigrant women’s life
experiences by directly quoting the women’s narratives and anecdotes in research
findings. Situating immigrant women’s experiences in their life stories, these narratives
and anecdotes are rich in the amount information and the level of complexity, and thus,
are particularly useful in understanding complicated phenomena such as the experiences
of immigrant women. Another strength of this line of research is that the authenticity of
these narratives and anecdotes has the power to vividly illustrate significant points about
a phenomenon as well as how individual immigrant women make meaning of their
experiences. As illustrated in the above analysis, a qualitative research method also
provides more utility to the counseling professionals because of its consideration of
individual differences and contextual configurations.
To build upon the knowledge of the literature and to address its limitations, the
present study will use narrative analysis to facilitate Chinese women immigrant
56

professionals to tell the stories of their career development and coping strategies. In
addition, gender relations, discrimination, immigration policies, skill transferability,
language barriers, identity issues, family responsibilities, and cultural background will be
explored to determine how they affect these women’s career adjustment. The narratives
of Chinese immigrant professional women, stories that have yet to be told, will add to the
existing body of rich anecdotes and analyses in uncovering significant information on the
experiences of immigrant women and shaping our understanding of this population.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Theoretical Framework for the Methodology
A qualitative research method and a feminist perspective contribute to the
theoretical frameworks of the present study on Chinese female immigrant professionals.
A qualitative research method is well suited for the present study for several reasons.
First, as illustrated in the literature review in Chapter Two, studies of the career
adjustment of female immigrant professionals are very limited. Rubin (1995) and others
(Taylor & Bogdan, 1984) stated that a qualitative method is appropriate when little is
known about the question under study, and when the study question is to describe the
nature of a phenomenon. Second, the career development of Chinese female immigrant
professionals in the U.S. is a complicated phenomenon that involves a constellation of
contextual factors. Through the life stories of the participants, a qualitative research
paradigm allowed me to study the women’s experiences in the context of their families,
their culture, and their host society (Anderson, 1991). Third, distinctive from a
quantitative research method, a qualitative research method studies a person’s inner,
subjective reality, in particular, how a person makes meaning of his or her experience
(Josselson & Lieblich, 1999). Thus, the use of a qualitative methodology provided
opportunities for the Chinese female immigrant professionals to account for their own
situations from their perspectives. Lastly, because of its emphasis of voicing one’s life
story, contextual consideration, and individual meaning making, a qualitative
methodology is of particular relevance to the field of counseling.
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Another major theoretical perspective that influenced my research design and
practices is feminist principles. My own experiences as a woman as well as reflections
and training on gender issues have led me to believe that gender inequities exist based on
the power that men exercise over women in the personal and political arena. I also take
the view of Woolf (1938) and Beauvoir (1961) that because women’s experiences are
different from men’s, their realities and truths also differ. However, across disciplines
there is a tendency to omit or distort the experiences of women, and many studies
generalize male samples to the whole population (Pilcher & Coffey, 1996). This
fundamental bias reflects a need to study women from their standpoint and to
acknowledge the impact of gender inequities on women’s lives.
The relationship between the researcher and the researched in traditional research
paradigms is not unlike the power imbalance between men and women. In many cases,
the researched are treated as passive subjects without individuality. They are asked only
to address the agenda set by the researcher; they cannot express their feelings because the
research is done through closed formats such as questionnaire or standardized interview;
they rarely receive feedback on the results, nor an explanation and perhaps some
solutions to the real problems they face (Greenwood & Levin, 1998; Maso & Wester,
1996).
In addition to the theoretical standpoints outlined above, specific considerations
about the topic of interest also contributed to the adoption of a feminist research
framework. Historically women were notoriously oppressed in traditional Chinese
culture. Although contemporary Chinese immigrant women may live less restricted lives
in the U.S., studies show that traditional Chinese culture still has significant influence on
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these women’s values and behaviors in both personal and professional realms (Gee,
1996; Man, 1997). Moreover, as illustrated in the literature review, immigrant women’s
roles as wives and mothers have powerful impact on their occupational adjustment
(Duleep & Sanders, 1993; Ferree, 1979; Man, 1997). Therefore, a feminist framework
i

lent me to acknowledge the impact of gender inequities on the lives of Chinese female
immigrant professionals. I also believe that the selection of the experience of Chinese
immigrant women as a research topic is an effective means to empower the women, for
the final research results can add to current knowledge of immigrant women and reduce
inaccurate stereotypes of this population. In addition, the research process itself was
designed with the intent to be empowering for the women I interviewed both through
how I treated the data gathered from the women, and through how I used myself as a
research instrument in the interview interaction. For example, the adoption of a
qualitative methodology for the proposed study was intended to echo the feminist
principles of studying women’s experiences from their point of view and allowing
women’s voices to be heard by directly quoting their narratives and anecdotes in the
research findings.
Using myself as a research instrument in the interview process, I positioned
myself more like the participants’ sister with a similar background and experiences
instead of a knowledgeable researcher. In his renowned study of deaf culture, Preston, as
an adult child of deaf parents, interviewed adult children of deaf parents and asserted:
As I look back upon this study, trust, indeed, was a critical issue. It was
undeniably our shared history that provided me entree into many of those
women’s and men’ lives. Our shared family experiences were a source of trust
during the interview process itself—both in terms of what they could tell me, and
in terms of what I would tell the world (Preston, 1994, p. 12).
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Preston’s assertion seems to support the fact that as an insider interviewer, I can
access to these resources to make the research process an empowering and validating
experience for the participant. In addition, other scholars also noted that insiders are
often able to get more information from informants than outside interviewers can (Sattler,
1970 & Rubin, 1995). For example, informants may be more willingly to reveal aspect
of their lives that they think might seem difficult to understand to outsiders. However, it
should also be noted that interviewing people with similar class, race, and ethnic
backgrounds may pose potential difficulties as well. The interviewees may assume that
the interviewers know what they know and understand what they mean; therefore, they
may not explain presumed taken-for-granted meanings in the way they would do to an
outsider (Rubin, 1995). To counter this potential pitfall, I have used my cross-cultural
competence to identity these areas in the interviews and asked the participants to fully
illustrate their experience as if they were talking to an outsider. In addition, a narrative
analyst from a non-Asian background has reviewed the transcripts and provided feedback
from an outsider’s perspective in order to clarify the meanings of the narrative.

Narrative Analysis
The specific method that was used to guide the procedures of data collecting,
transcribing, and analyzing was narrative analysis, a relatively new method of qualitative
analysis. According to Riessman (1993), researchers do not have direct access to
another’s experience; instead, the representations of the primary experience such as talk,
text, interaction, and interpretation are studied. Because all representations are inevitably
selective, partial, and incomplete, a narrative analysis study involves decisions about the

61

five levels of representation in the research process: attending to experience,
telling/listening, transcribing, analysis, and reading. At the stage of attending to
experience, the narrators selectively construct reality in their new ways from the totality
of the primary experience by attending to certain features in the stream of consciousness.
The investigator’s selection of the phenomenon of interest, the research inquiry, and the
interview questions will definitely affect the kinds of information that the narrator attends
to and will consequently shape the kinds of data to be collected for the study (Bechar,
2000).
At the stage of telling/listening, Riessman (1993) pointed out that a narrative is
constructed in a process of interaction between the teller and the listener. In telling an
experience, the narrator is also creating a self—how the narrator wants to be known by
the listener in that particular moment and setting (Silverman, 1993). In addition, the
listener’s responses such as listening, questioning, and/or clarifying contribute to the
development of a narrative. In the interview context, the role of the investigator is to
facilitate the interviewee to tell his or her story. To this end, Riessman suggested that the
investigator approach interviews as conversations and provide less structure in interview
instruments in order to give more control to interviewees. Bechar (2000, pp. 51-52), a
narrative analyst, also stated:
The goal of narrative inquiry is to collect and analyze data that have not been
fragmented or fractured by investigator. It is important to allow long stretches of
talk to develop in order to create a story that tells this is what happened first, this
is what happened later, this is how it ended, this is how I felt about it. This type
of telling is different from interviews that are repeatedly interrupted in order to
channel the responses of the participants into neatly packaged answers.
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In fact, narratives may be best elicited by a few well-chosen broad questions
about the topic of interest, supplemented by probe questions such as “can you tell me
more about that?” in case the interviewee has difficulty relating the experience. Certain
kinds of open-ended questions such as “tell me what happened?” are more likely than
questions such as “when did that happen?’ to encourage the long stretches of talk that
narrative inquiry aims for (Bechar, 2000 & Riessman, 1993).
Transcribing, the transformation of spoken language into a written text, is an
interpretive practice that is guided by different theoretical positions. In Riessman’s
(1993) firsthand experiences of conducting narrative studies, transcribing is a task that
can not be delegated because multiple close listening to the tape and revisions in
transcription are the foundation of meaningful analysis. Important interpretive categories
usually emerge during transcribing and subtle features of spoken language provide clues
about meaning. Riessman (1993) suggested that the investigator begin with a rough
transcription of the entire interview to record the words and striking emotional features
on paper, and then return to retranscribe certain portions of the interview in detail for
analysis.
In analyzing the data, there are several interpretive issues to consider. First, as
Riessman (1993) noted, individuals’ narratives are influenced by the interview
interactions as well as by social, cultural, and institutional contexts. Thus, the
investigator must interpret how these factors affect how the story is told and why the
story is developed this way. Second, the narrative accounts that are analyzed and the lens
which is used to interpret these accounts, are ultimately rooted in the research inquiry and
the theoretical position the investigator holds. It is important that the investigator open
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up these areas for readers to see. Third, in terms of analytical techniques, Jack (1991)
suggested that the investigator pays close attention to the moral language and the
“metastatements” the narrator uses as well as the logic of the narrative. The moral
language is the language that the narrator uses to describe and to judge the event and
his/her feelings about the event. Metastatements are the narrator’s reflections on what
he/she has just disclosed and how the story was told. And by examining the logic of
narrative the investigator searches for recurrent themes as well as inconsistencies and
contradictions within a narrative and among different narrators.
The final stage of narrative analysis according to Riessman (1993) is the reading
of the analysis by others. At this point the readers encounter the written form of the
analysis of narratives and bring their own meanings to the narratives. Each reader may
have a unique interpretation of the materials based on the reader’s background and
experience. And even with the same reader, different readings may have different
understandings because of the intervening life events that occur between readings.
Bechar (2000, p.55) asserted, “The perspective that the narrator brings, coupled with the
researcher’s perspective, supports the view that knowledge stems from and grows from
multiple perspectives rather then in a linear fashion”. It is also important to acknowledge
that the “truths” the investigator has constructed are limited to specific cultural and
historical contexts (Riessman, 1993).
Procedures for Data Collection
Criteria for Participants
Eight women were interviewed for the present study. To be included in this
study, the participants had to meet the following criteria: first, they needed to have at
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least a post-secondary degree such as associate, bachelor or graduate degree from either
the country of origin or from the United States. In addition, they needed to have some
professional work experience either in their homeland or the U.S. This criterion is based
i

on the assumption that the concerns of these women might be different from women who
are employed in the nonprofessional world or who have never been in the work force.
Second, the women had to demonstrate some kind of immigration intention either
by subjective indication or by actual involvement in the legal immigration process. This
criterion contained women with various legal standings such as a student visa, a
dependent visa, a working visa, a visiting scholar visa, permanent residency, and
citizenship. It should be noted that most research on immigration are studies on
immigrants with legal immigration status, that is, the participants have obtained either
permanent residency or citizenship when the data were collected. However, in reality a
female immigrant professional’s career in the U.S. may be evolving while she is holding
a student visa as a graduate student in a university, a working visa as an employee at the
workplace, or a dependent visa as a wife at home. Many of these women may eventually
establish their permanent residency and citizenship. If legal immigration status is the
only criterion used for selecting participants, important information is neglected in regard
to understanding the complicated process of the career development of immigrant women
professionals. Therefore, this criterion of immigration status is intended to include
participants with various legal standings in order to cover immigrant women
professionals in different stages of their careers and with different legal constraints.
Third, the participants must be Chinese women who immigrated from People’s
Republic of China (PRC) to the U.S. less than two decades ago. The primary reason for
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this criterion is to control the participants’ cultural, social, and political variables so that
the present study can identify particular factors that influence the career development of
this group of immigrant women, their coping strategies, and their well-being. This
criterion also intends to focus on recent immigrants’ experiences because recent
immigrants from PRC may have expectations and backgrounds that are very different
from those of previous Chinese immigrants since PRC has undergone rapid political,
economic, and social changes in the past two decades.
Fourth, this research studies Chinese immigrant women who live in the Northeast
region of the U.S. since geographical difference may have significant impact on
immigrants’ adjustment patterns.
Fifth, the present study focuses on Chinese immigrant women who are wives and
mothers. This criterion is based on the findings of the literature that the work experiences
of immigrant women with children and immigrant women without children are very
different. For example, the presence of children under the age of six is found to lower
immigrant women’s labor participation (Duleep, 1988; Stier, 1991). Furthermore,
immigrant women with children in particular reported experiencing exhaustion and
frustration in fulfilling their multiple role obligations in their adoptive country (Hattar &
Meleis, 1995; Lynam, 1985; Shin & Shin, 1999).
Lastly, in order to cover a wider range of immigrant women professionals’
experience, the researcher made every effort to have a balanced representation of
participants’ occupation distribution. For example, in the Boston area there are many
Chinese female immigrant professionals in the field of biological sciences either as
researchers or technicians. In contrast, few Chinese immigrant women work in the fields
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of social services and teaching. As indicated in the literature, different occupations seem
to have different level of accommodations to immigrant women (Vemez, 1999). Thus, it
is important to recruit women from various occupations to present a broader picture of
the work experience of Chinese female immigrant professionals.
Recruitment and Informed Consent
Seven participants were recruited through my networks with the Chinese
community and with the university community, and one participant was recruited through
a woman who completed an interview with me. The process of recruiting participants
was rather efficient because there are a good number of highly educated Chinese
immigrant women in the Greater Boston area. Moreover, the women I contacted were
very supportive of my study because the research topic seemed to be an important theme
in their lives; thus, the women were enthusiastic about sharing their experience with me.
The purpose and procedure of the study were explained to all participants by me before
interviews were set up. In addition, in the beginning of the interview, each participant
was invited to read and sign an informed consent form (Appendix A) that describes
participants’ rights and the benefits and risks of participating in the research.
Interview Guide
The in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted using an interview guide
(Appendix C) as a prompt to obtain information specific to the research questions. The
interview guide was also intended to ensure consistency in the sense of asking similar
kinds of information from each interviewee. The design of the interview guide drew on
existing literature on narrative analysis (Bechar, 1999 & Riessman, 1993), immigrant
professionals (Ishiyama & Westwood, 1992; Lee & Westwood, 1996; Mak, 1991; Man,
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1997; Westwood & Ishyyama, 1991), immigrant women (Duleep & Sanders, 1993;
Ferree, 1979; Hattar & Meleis, 1995; Hynie, 1996; Lynam, 1985; Mak, 1991; Man, 1997;
Shin & Shin, 1999; Stier, 1991; Vemez, 1999) as well as my own experiences as an
immigrant woman and my observations of lives of these women.
The interview consisted of two parts. During the first part of the interview, the
participant were asked to fill out an information sheet (Appendix B) that was designed to
collect sociodemographic information relevant to the research questions. Verbal
exchange also followed up to clarify the data gathered.
The second part of the interview involved brief description of the purposes and
procedures of the interview as well as asking the questions that were designed to elicit
useful information to answer the research questions (Appendix C). These interview
questions consisted of four major sections: during the first section the participants were
encouraged to reflect on their educational and occupational history particularly after they
immigrated to the U.S. Instead of focusing on specific factors that affect their career
adjustment in the States, this section was to facilitate participants to tell their stories in a
chronological format. By telling their educational and occupational history, the
participants had the opportunity to integrate the many factors that affect their career
development in the U.S. In addition, the patterns of the women’s career adjustment in the
U.S. also emerged from a developmental perspective.
With the participants’ occupational history as a foundation, the second group of
questions (Question 2 to 7 and Question 9 to 11) then focused on factors that affect the
women’s career adjustment in the States. As guided by the principles of narrative
analysis, broad questions such as “Tell me about the things that impede your career in the
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U.S.?” and “What are the things that facilitate your career in the U.S.?” were asked first
in order to give the participants more space to account for their experiences as well as to
elicit long stretches of talks that narrative inquiry aims for. Following up the
participants’ responses, the interview then focused on specific areas that are important in
the women’s career adjustment. These specific factors were organized into six main
categories: (1) skill transferability and employment skills, (2) language and
communication barriers, (3) culture adjustment, (4) prejudice and discrimination, (5)
immigration policies, (6) family responsibilities and gender relations. While discussing
the implications of the factors outlined above, the participants were also asked to describe
their coping strategies to encounter the challenges they face. In fact, questions such as
“What advice will you give to the people in situations similar to yours?” and “What are
the things that facilitate your career in the U.S.?” were intended to have a balanced
emphasis on the positive resources in the women’s lives. An understanding of the
strategies that the participants use and the strengths that they possess is important because
these strategies and strengths may be valuable resources for counseling professionals to
draw upon when working with clients in similar situations.
The third section of the interview questions was related to the impact of
immigration on the women’s lives as a female immigrant professional in the U.S. Broad
questions such as “How has immigration affected your professional and personal life?”
and “How do you cope with the changes and challenges?” were asked. As informed by
the previous findings, areas such as the women’s workload, spousal relationships,
psychological and physical well-being, and personal growth were followed up according
to the participants’ responses.
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The fourth group of the interview questions was designed to facilitate the process
of telling. For example, Question 8 “All of us have parts of our story that are easy to tell
and hard to tell. What are the parts that you are hesitant to talk about and the parts that
you don’t know how to tell?” provided space for the participant to think about and share
experiences that were silenced due to reasons such as shame, pain, fragmentedness, or
confusion. Question 15 “Sometime it is difficult to find words to describe our feelings
about some experiences. Is there a book, a film, an image, or music that captures your
feelings about the immigration experience?” was intended to offer the participant
multiple channels to describe her feelings about the immigration experience. In addition,
Question 16 “What was it like for you to be interviewed?” allowed the participant to
share her thoughts and feelings about the interview process and thus to reflect on the
meaning of being a participant of the study.
Setting, language, and participants
The interviews took place at the participants’ home, office, or community
facilities such as a park and a Chinese school. The actual interview time ranged from one
and a half hours to two and a half hours. All interviews were conducted in Mandarin
Chinese, the official language of the People’s Republic China, and were tape-recorded.
The use of Mandarin Chinese in the interview had several benefits. First,
according to my own observation, most educated Chinese immigrants from PRC have
different levels of proficiency of reading, writing, verbal comprehension, and verbal
expression in English. While their skills in reading and verbal comprehension in English
are generally strong, their less proficient verbal expression skills in English usually
prevent them from expressing themselves as precisely and fully as they do in Chinese.
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Even though their skills in English may be functional at the workplace, the subtle aspects
of language may still impede them from being themselves when using English. Second,
because the telling is in essence an endeavor of meaning making, the use of Chinese
language allowed them to have easier access to their cultural framework in this
complicated process. Third, sharing their immigration experiences in Chinese language,
their mother tongue, may facilitate the integration of disconnection between the Chinese
and American cultures. As suggested by Hoffman (1989), language can be instrumental
to integrating immigrants’ experiences between two cultures. It should be noted that the
participants were also encouraged to include English when they felt the use of English
could enhance the ability to capture and explain some of their experiences.
A total of eight Chinese immigrant women participated in the study. The women
were all from People’s Republic of China. As of the interviews, the average age of the
participants was 41.8 years old with a range from 34 to 51 years old. The average length
of stay in the U.S. ranged from eight years to 16 years with an average of 11.6 years. All
women were in a marital relationship and seven had two children, one had one child. Six
participants lived and worked in the Greater Boston area and two resided in Western
Massachusetts at the time of interviews. All participants were highly educated: two
women owned an associate degree, one had a bachelor degree, two earned a master’s
degree, and three held a doctorate degree. It is also notable that five out of the eight
women have received some kind of formal advanced education in the States: four earned
their highest degrees in the U.S. and one took extensive professional courses at a local
college. The participants held various types of immigration status: as of the interviews,
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five women had U.S. citizenship, one permanent residency, one J-l visa, and one H-4
visa. Specific demographics of the participants are outlined in the following table.
Table 1. Demographics
Name

Occupations

Education

Immigration
Status
History

Age

Length
of Stay
In the
US

Hwei-Hwei

Accountant (China)
Fast Food Worker
(U.S.)
Technician (U.S.)
Homemaker (U.S.)
College English
Instructor (China)
Chinese Teacher (U.S.)
Computer Lab
Consultant (U.S.)
Secretary (China)
Baby-sitter (U.S.)
Chinese Teacher (U.S.)
High School Teacher
(China)
Psychologist (U.S.)
Professor (U.S.)
Teaching Assistant
(U.S.)
Scientist (U.S.)
Information
Technology Analyst
(U.S.)
Physician (China)
Teacher’s Aide (U.S.)
Technician (U.S.)
Physician (U.S.)
Research Assistant
(U.S.)
Scientist (U.S.)
Teacher (China)
Director of a Preschool
(China)
Baby-sitter (U.S.)
Family Daycare
Provider (U.S.)

Associate in
Business

J-2, F-2
PR, Citizen

51

13

Doctoral
Student in
Instructional
Technology

J-l, F-l,
PR

46

11

Bachelor in
Chinese

F-2, H-4,

38

8

Doctorate in
Psychology

F-l, H-l,
PR, Citizen

46

16

Doctorate in
Chemistry

F-l, PR

34

12

MD

F-2, H-4,
PR

41

11

Double
Master’s in
Chemistry
Bachelor in
Education

F-l, H-l,
PR, Citizen

38

13

H-4, PR

40

9

I-Lin

Yan-Ping

Wen

Su-Feng

Pay

Chin-Fong

Hong-Yu

F-l: Student Visa
H-l: Alien Working Visa
F-2: Visa for Spouse of F-l Visa Holder H-4: Visa for Spouse of H-l Holder
J-l: Visiting Scholar Visa
PR: U.S. Permanent Residency
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To attend to the sequential and structural features of the participants’ immigration
stories, a succinct description of each woman’s occupational history as well as significant
events in their lives is presented as follows so that readers can have a sense of who they
are and situate their narratives in context.
Story Line
Hwei-Hwei
Having an associate degree in finance and accounting, Hwei-Hwei worked for the
accounting department of a major city in China for years before she reunited with her
husband, a doctoral student in the States. Hwei-Hwei considered her job as means to
provide for her family instead of a path to self-fulfillment. Once she arrived in the U.S.,
she diligently dedicated herself to supporting her husband and educating her children.
Being a spouse of a visiting scholar visa holder, Hwei-Hwei was allowed to work off
campus with the approval of the immigration authority. However, limited by her English
skills, she had to take up jobs such as a worker at a fast food store and then a technician
at a lab. There were times Hwei-Hwei thought about taking courses to advance herself
but the idea was always abandoned because of her many family responsibilities. HweiHwei and her husband were granted U.S. permanent residency due to political asylum
related to the Tiananmen Square massacre. Even though her husband was not restricted
by immigration regulations, he still had tremendous difficulty finding a job in the States
because there were practically no openings for his specialization, a field that is in essence
scholarly and theoretically oriented. Confronted by this reality, Hwei-Hwei’s husband
decided to give up his professional career and start a trading business in China. For years
Hwei-Hwei worked full time and cared for her children single-handedly in the States
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when her husband spent most of the year in China to develop his enterprise. The
husband’s venture in China eventually grew prosperously but the marital relationship
started to experience serious difficulty due to the long-term separation. Although HweiHwei’s marriage was finally stabilized as her husband closed his business in China and
reunited with her and her children in the States, it seemed to take a long time for HweiHwei to heal her wound. Hwei-Hwei regretted devoting all of her energy to her family
without taking time to advance herself. With her husband’s financial establishment she
has quit her job and has focused on improving her English while being a homemaker.
She would like to have a career in office management in the future.
I-Lin
I-Lin was an English instructor at a university before her university sponsored her
to advance her training in the States. While I-Lin was working on her doctoral degree in
instructional technology, her husband also came to the States and started a master’s of
business administration program at the same university. I-Lin’s husband had great
difficulty finding work commensurate with his training upon graduation both because of
his foreign background and because of the economic recession at that time. In
desperation he took up a managerial position that required him to work in China for at
least three years in order to obtain legal immigration status for the whole family. I-Lin
was practically a single working mother for the following four years: she worked as a
teaching assistant on campus, continued her study, and cared for her two children. The
prolonged family separation created marital tension and career problems for her. As
described by I-Lin, she had a major motivation problem in regards to finishing up her
degree. Since a doctoral degree would not grant her off campus legal working
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permission, she was not motivated to complete her program. At the time of interview, ILin’s husband was transferred back to the States and the whole family was finally
reunified. I-Lin soon acquired her legal working right through her husband’s
immigration status. At this point of her life, she decided that a job is more realistic than a
doctoral degree both financially and professionally. Whether or not she will complete her
doctorate would depend on the need of her future career. Currently I-Lin is searching for
a computer consultant position in an educational setting.
Yan-Ping
For years Yan-Ping worked as a professional secretary in China before she joined
her husband, a graduate student of theology in America. Yan-Ping and her husband left
their child with their parents back home and hoped to have the child here once they
settled down. As a spouse of an international student, Yan-Ping was not legally allowed
to work in the States. However, pressed by their financial needs, Yan-Ping took up her
friend’s referral to baby sit the children of a U.S. family, a job that could somewhat avoid
the legal issue if her employer was willing to cooperate. Yan-Ping’s first child later
arrived in the States and she discontinued her baby-sitting job when she was pregnant
with her second child. Meanwhile, Yan-Ping’s husband successfully found a position
that matched his skills upon graduation. His job eventually earned legal working
permission for both himself and Yan-Ping. Yan-Ping now is a part-time Chinese teacher
in a public school system. Even though she confessed that it is extremely difficult to
overcome the fear and challenge in teaching U.S. students Chinese in English, she is
enthusiastic about her new career with her newly earned self confidence and credibility
among colleagues and students.
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Wen
Growing up in the era of Cultural Revolution, Wen was forced to take up adult
responsibilities when she was only in her teens: she was a young English teacher in a
high school before she entered college. Wen later earned a bachelor degree in English
and a master’s in psychology from a prominent university in China. Encouraged by an
American visiting scholar, Wen started her doctoral study at a major university in the
States. Unlike some fellow immigrant professionals, Wen experienced no difficulty in
seeking employment and securing legal immigration status upon graduation: she
successfully became a psychologist in a public school system and a permanent resident in
the U.S. With rich practical experience and solid scholarly background Wen later found
a faculty position in higher education and has also enjoyed tremendous success in her
professorship. Wen was married before she came to the States but the new couple
experienced years of separation because of their dual career path. For a long time, Wen
had to work full time and cared for her children alone. Now the family is finally united,
and with her husband’s sharing household work and childcare, Wen described her present
situation as “life in the heaven”. Wen had a serious health problem but she has
successfully recovered from her illness. In spite of the many challenges in her life, Wen
still considers her story a lucky one.
Su-Feng
Since childhood Su-Feng’s academic performance was always in the top of her
class. She started college when she was only 15 years old because of her academic
excellence and by the age of 27, Su-Feng has already earned a doctorate in chemistry
from a major university in the States. Su-Feng and her husband was married right before
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they started their doctoral study overseas. She had her first child when she was working
on her dissertation and her second one during her postdoctoral fellowship. When her
husband located a position in a neighboring metropolis, Su-Feng decided to take a break
from her career and be a homemaker for her young family. The transition from academia
to industry was full of frustration for Su-Feng. As she started to look for employment,
she soon realized that positions commensurate with her level of training were very
limited in the metropolis where she lived. Although she eventually was able to secure
positions that allowed her to conduct technical research and to assume a supervisor role,
she was very discouraged by the dismal outlook of work possibilities in her field. During
the same period of time, Su-Feng’s father was very ill and died. As Su-Feng described,
that was the darkest time in her life. She decided to make a career change after she
recuperated from the loss of her father. Su-Feng left her doctorate behind and restarted a
brand new career in information technology. Su-Feng’s career went smoothly since the
change: now she is a senior information technology analyst at a prominent health care
organization. In addition, she has taken leadership roles in both her children’s school and
in the Chinese community.
Pay
Pay was a doctor of internal medicine at a major teaching hospital in China.
Having enjoyed her medical career and the close connection with her family of origin,
Pay was very reluctant to come to the States when her husband asked her to join him
while he was a doctoral student at a prominent university in the U.S. After three years’
separation. Pay finally left her job and brought her daughter to the States. Pay and her
family lived in a small college town; limited information and isolation led Pay to believe
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that she had to give up medicine. “Frustrating” was the word that Pay used to describe
her initial experience in the States. She first worked as an assistant in a kindergarten;
then she soon became a full-time technician at a biochemistry lab and a part-time doctoral
student in a related program. Although Pay has enjoyed the intellectual stimulation in
science, she decided to give up her program because her husband was relocated to
another institution and the commitment required for biochemical research was
tremendous. Fortunately, their relocation to an urban area provided Pay with many
opportunities to exchange information with other Chinese doctors who were in the
process of getting American licensure. Inspired by her fellow Chinese doctors’ success
stories, Pay was determined to continue her career in medicine. The re-licensing was a
long and difficult process that inevitably involved tremendous personal commitment and
family accommodations. To complete her residency training and secure her practice, Pay
was away from her child and husband for years. It took about six years for Pay to pass all
the required examinations and training. At the time of interview, Pay is practicing as a
primary physician serving predominantly Chinese patients in the Greater Boston area.
Chin-Fong
Chin-Fong came to the States as a graduate student at a major university in New
England. Even though she had already earned a master’s degree in chemistry in China,
she strategically chose a second master’s program instead of a doctorate because she
heard that a master’s in applied chemistry would probably offer her better chance to land
on a job in the States. However, even with her dual master’s background, it took ChinFong more than six months to find her first job. Looking back on her life in the U.S.,
Chin-Fong considered her first job searching process the most difficult time in her
78

immigration experience. Job openings were very limited because the economy was in
recession when she graduated from her program; in addition, she would be forced to
leave the country if within a limited period of time she did not secure a position that
would ensure legal working permission by the immigration authority. Fortunately ChinFong found her employment in time and from there she was also able to switch to the
field of biotechnology, a profession that is more promising and more interesting to her.
Chin-Fong now is married and has a young child. Content and confident in her career,
she currently holds a position as a senior scientist at a biotechnology company.
Hong-Yu
Hong-Yu had a very successful career in early childhood before she immigrated
to the States. In her early 30s, Hong-Yu became a director of a preschool with a national
and international reputation in China. Although Hong-Yu has enjoyed her career, she
always considered family life as her first priority. Thus, when her husband secured a
position that would offer him a legal working visa in the States, Hong-Yu left her job and
joined him in Boston. Hong-Yu’s first job was to tutor and baby-sit her Chinese friend’s
children. She later was enrolled in a series of English classes in order to prepare herself
for further education. However, Hong-Yu’s plan to pursue a graduate degree was
postponed because of her family responsibilities: her first child has arrived in the States
from China and Hong-Yu and her husband were thinking about having a second child.
Pressed by their financial need and her career inspiration, Hong-Yu decided to run a
family daycare that would primarily serve Chinese families in the near by areas. Even
though the daycare business was a nice continuation of Hong-Yu’s career in early
childhood, she confessed that she had to work very hard to overcome the many
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challenges in her new career in the States. After years of endeavors, Hong-Yu’s daycare
now is well established and she has an active role both in her family and the Chinese
community.
The Use of the Interview Guide
With enthusiasm all participants took time to share their immigration experiences
with me. Their feelings and thoughts seemed to flow spontaneously as their life stories
unfolded. It became obvious that the opening request, “Tell me about your educational
and occupational history”, proved to be an effective ice breaker as well as one of the most
productive approaches to eliciting information regarding the many factors that affect the
women’s career development and the coping strategies they used for career adjustment.
The participants’ articulation of their educational and occupational history answered at
least half of the questions in the prepared interview guide; as a result, I was able to use
their stories as a foundation both to clarify certain specific points and to follow up on the
unanswered questions. It seemed to me that using a chronological approach to eliciting
narratives had at least two advantages over the topic specific approach such as asking the
question, “What is your experience with the use of English at the workplace?” First, the
chronological and integrated nature of this approach resembled how events were
experienced; therefore, participants seemed to have better access to their lived
experiences and emotions attached to these experiences. This made it easy for the
participants to develop long stretches of talk that were not fragmented or fractured as
Bechar (2000) suggested. This easy accessibility was also particularly beneficial for
participants who were not as articulate, reflective, and analytical as the others were.
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Second, by telling their stories chronologically, participants were also offered
more freedom to present themselves in the way they liked to be known as well as in the
historical context that has had tremendous impact on their lives. The individuality and
continuity provided in this approach not only facilitated the participants refining of their
identity, but also helped me to develop deeper understanding of the women as well as
stronger bonding with each participant which in turn facilitated the women’s telling of
their experience.
In general, participants spent about half of the interview time sharing their
educational and occupational history, which simultaneously touched most of the
questions listed in the interview guide. In addition to Question 1, Questions 3, “What are
the things that facilitate your career in the U.S.?” was also very productive in collecting
information on resources and individual coping strategies for the women’s career
adjustment. Question 12, “What advice will you give to the people in situations similar
to yours?” seemed particularly welcomed because this question put the participant in the
position of expert that allowed the woman to offer other immigrant women the valuable
lessons that she has learned from her life experience. In many cases, this sense of
contribution to other immigrant women was comforting, validating, and meaningful for
the women interviewed.
The Use of Myself in the Interview Process
The building of rapport with the participants was natural and almost immediate.
Our shared backgrounds as Chinese, as mothers, and as female immigrant professionals
connected the women and me from the beginning of each interview. Talking about her
relationship with her husband, Hwei-Hwei pointed out:
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[My] communication with Americans cannot be as clear as with Chinese. I also
have some good American friends, but our relationships cannot be closer once
they have reached certain degree. I feel that language barrier is causing great
difficulty in communication...My colleagues care about me very much, but I still
cannot talk to them about my family matters. I feel that even if I confide with
them about my concerns, I am not sure how much they can understand.. .But now
I am sharing my experience with you and I know you understand the conflict and
the discord between my husband and me.
Hwei-Hwei’s words echoed Preson’s (1994) experience with adult children of
deaf parents as to how an interviewer’ shared life experience shaped what an interviewee
could tell the world and what an interviewer could tell the world.
Throughout the interview process, listening skills such as probing, clarifying, and
empathy were used to facilitate the participants’ articulation of their stories. Participants
were also invited to further illustrate on the experiences that involved particular historical
events in China or certain professional regulations that affected their career development
in the States. For example, I-Lin was encouraged to explain how she was urged to pursue
a master’s degree in the States because her college education received during the Cultural
Revolution was never fully recognized nowadays even in China. In addition, Pay, the
physician, was asked to delineate the specific procedures that foreign-trained physicians
have to go through in order to practice medicine in the States. As I was often touched by
their strength, courage, and kindness, I shared with the women my admiration and respect
frequently. A personalized thank you card was sent to the participant after each interview
highlighting the many inspiring qualities that the particular participant exhibited in their
story.
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Experience of Being Interviewed
In response to Question 8 “All of us have parts of our story that are easy to tell
and hard to tell. What are the parts that you are hesitant to talk about and the parts that
you don’t know how to tell?” all participants reported that they had no difficulty or
hesitation telling their stories even with the details about sensitive legal issues and marital
conflicts. The women’s candid articulation of their experience seemed to be related to
three levels of meaning making. For example, I-Lin attributed her eloquence about her
life story to her forthright personality:
I don’t think that there is anything difficult to talk about...I don’t really care
whether people look down upon me because they know something about me. I
am not concerned about that. This is a matter of personality.. .1 don’t think what
people say about me can change me.. .The worst fear for me is that I look down
upon myself and I feel I am wrong.
It seems that the women’s telling of their immigration stories not only helped
them feel they are useful to other immigrants but also facilitated the development of a
sense of connection with the community of professional immigrant women as the study
originally intended. In the case of Su-Feng and Chin-Fong, sharing their stories in the
study is their way of helping fellow female immigrant professionals. Passionately, SuFeng stated:
I strongly support your study because it is one of my wishes that someday I can
reach out to help other immigrant mothers and wives. I think that many Chinese
children and Chinese mothers are facing many challenges. These challenges will
create tremendous stress if they are not overcome. This kind of psychological
detriment is very deep...I learned that from my own experience: I used to feel
really depressed. At that time I did not have the mind to educate my children. [I]
did not have the mind nor the ability. I felt very unsuccessful, just depressed.. .So
this is why I like to be interviewed and I am willing to share my experience with
you openly and without reservation. If there is an opportunity that you can write
an article in Chinese on newspaper...I think the article will help many people.
We should share our experience with one another.
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Chin-Fong also reported:
...because you are professional and I am professional and because our
conversation is professional, it is easier for me to open up and talk about my real
thinking. Knowing my experience will be used as research materials, I have no
reservation [in the interview]. This is not just ordinary chatting but a kind of
technical contact (laughter).
In addition to the reactions described above, some women also reported that they
gained comfort, self-understanding, and appreciation in the interview process. Yan-Ping,
the Chinese teacher, stated:
It is nice to have an opportunity to talk about these experiences. The venting is
comforting for me. Normally I don’t have the chance to talk about these things.
When asked if there are parts of her story that were difficult to tell, Chin-Fong
answered:
I don’t think I have anything difficult to talk about. The hardest part was the
obstacles I have encountered and then how I overcame them. The process of
overcoming these obstacles was hard but in general I have passed them and there
is nothing particularly regretful for me. I feel that immigrating to the States after
all is a good decision...I feel that for me this (the interview) is a systematic
reflection on my immigration experience, a comprehensive reflection. It is a great
opportunity to review my life of the past 13 years.
Reflecting on how she raised her young children and managed her business at the
same time, Hong-Yu, the family daycare provider, uttered her comment with amazement:
I-yo (sounds that express surprise in Chinese)! Now I think about it; it (to have a
baby and to run a daycare simultaneously) was rather difficult (laugh)!
The impact of the interview seemed to go beyond the time when the women were
interviewed. For example, Wen, the psychologist, called me the next day after our
interview to add more information on the factors that affect her career development in the
States:
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I have been contemplating on the subject we discussed yesterday. While I was
meditating this morning, more thoughts came to me and I feel these are important
information that should be disclosed...The interview really helped me find more
appreciation and insights into my immigration experience...I hope that you can
write a book, a short book on this topic after you finish your dissertation, so that
people can read it and benefit from the reading.
In summary, the interview guide was an effective tool to facilitate the women’s
telling of their life stories. Taking advantage of my cultural background, language
abilities, life experience, and counseling skills, I seemed to be able to provide the
essential trust, safety, space, and understanding that are critical to the success of an
interview. Whether it is due to individual attributes or endeavors to help fellow
immigrant women, all women offered candid and thorough accounts of their immigration
experiences in the States. The interview process helped the women feel listened to and
the listening and telling alleviated their sense of isolation, increased their self-worth as
well as deepened their understanding of themselves and their experience.
Data Transcribing, Translating, and Analysis
As advised by Riessman (1993), I transcribed all taped interviews in Chinese
according to the guidelines of narrative analysis. Multiple close listening to the tapes and
revisions in transcriptions were conducted to capture emotional indicators such as
laughing, sighing, hesitancy etc. as well as verbal utterances. Because the analysis of
narrative text cannot be easily separated from transcription (Riessman, 1993), I
conducted the analysis based on the Chinese transcripts.
Drawing upon both conventional qualitative research tradition as well as narrative
analysis, two procedures for data analysis were used to guide the development of answers
to the research questions. In the initial analysis stage, I listened to the interview tapes
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closely and paid attention to the language, the feelings, the meta-statements, the structure,
and the logic of the narrative while transcribing them line-by-line. According to the data,
I identified significant themes and organized them into different categories in relation to
the research questions. Constant comparing and contrasting of the narrative were also
made with the same narrator and among various narrators. As the last transcript was
completed, a tentative outline for the analysis of the narrative was formulated. This
tentative outline then was refined by adding, consolidating, or expanding as I chose the
narratives and anecdotes to be used in the text of findings and wrote up the text of
analysis.
In addition to the thematic analysis described above, I also adopted some
techniques from narrative studies. Traditional approaches to qualitative analysis often
fracture texts in the service of interpretation and generalization by taking snippets of
responses edited out of context. To attend to the sequential and structural features that
characterize narrative accounts, I used the information derived from the participants’
educational and occupational history to develop a story line for each participant. The
story line is an analytical thread that not only can help unite and integrate major themes
in the data but also can facilitate readers in formulating their own interpretations of the
life experiences of Chinese professional immigrant women (Riessman, 1993).
Informed by Riessman’s (1993) model of five levels of representation in research
process, I was conscious of how easy the women’s voices can be lost especially in the
processes of telling, transcribing, and analyzing. To truly respect that the women are a
legitimate source of knowledge, consultation with the participants was conducted to
verify the information they share and to receive feedback on the analysis I made. The
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participants were invited to read their transcribed interviews and the research report in
full text before the study was presented to the committee. The final interpretation of the
narrative was revised according to the participants’ feedback because narrative analysis is
a process of mutual meaning making between the participants and me.

Trustworthiness
Personal narratives are not meant to be read as an exact record of what happened
nor is it a reflection of a reality out there. As Riessman (1993) stated, “It is always
possible to narrate the same events in radically different ways, depending on the values
and interests of the narrator” (p. 65). Individuals construct experiences in order to claim
their current identities. Moreover, narratives are contingent on social discourses, power
relations, and historical circumstances that do not remain constant over time.
Consequently traditional notions of reliability do not apply to narrative studies, and
validity must be reconceptualized.
The study approached to trustworthiness in three ways: credibility,
persuasiveness, and correspondence (Lincoln & Cuba, 1985; Riessman, 1993).
Credibility was achieved by basing the study on the foundation of existing literature as
well as by adhering to the principles of a feminist qualitative research paradigm and the
procedures of narrative analysis. My own experience as a Chinese professional
immigrant woman and familiarity with the Chinese language and culture as well as
ongoing consultation with experts in scholarly research also contributed the credibility of
the study.
Persuasiveness refers to the extent, which my interpretation of the data is
reasonable and convincing. To establish persuasiveness, all the interpretations were
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based on evidence from informants’ accounts and alternative interpretations of the data
were carefully speculated before final conclusions were reached (Riessman, 1993). In
addition, the findings were compared and contrasted with existing literature.
Correspondence refers to member checks, that is, take results back to those
studied and allow participants to give feedback to the investigator’s reconstruction to
ensure adequate representations. To verify the accuracy of data and validate the
interpretations, participants of the present study were invited to read both the
transcriptions of their interviews as well as the analysis of their narratives.
Limitations of the Study
This study is limited by the small number of participants due to the amount of work
and time required for narrative analysis. Every attempt was made to include a variety of
occupations as well as different immigration status to ensure broader representation of
this population. The analysis of this study is solely based on the oral dialogues between
the Chinese women and the researcher and thus does not include information based on
other media such as writing and the use of visual images. The study may also be limited
by my own biases and limitations. As discussed in earlier sections, frequent member
check and ongoing consultation with experts in scholarly research were used to counter
these potential pitfalls. Finally, the participants currently reside in the Northeast region,
specifically the state of Massachusetts. As Massachusetts is unique in its cultural,
economic, and social environment, the findings of this study may differ in other regions
of the U.S. Despite these limitations, the study as demonstrated in the literature review in
Chapter Two, fills a major gap in the existing knowledge about Chinese female
immigrant professionals in the U.S.
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The narratives generated from my dialogues with the 8 participants are extensive
in the breath and intricate in the depth. The following chapter will delineate findings on
the experience of Chinese female immigrant professionals in the U.S.

89

CHAPTER IV
ANALYSIS
With the participants’ demographics and story lines presented in Chapter Three as
background information, this chapter discusses findings that resulted from the analysis of
the participants’ narratives. The chapter first identifies factors that affect the career
development of Chinese female immigrant professionals; then strategies are presented
that they used to counter the many challenges. The findings are organized by addressing
the two main research questions of the study.
1. What are the factors that affect the career development of professional immigrant
women of Chinese descent in the U.S.?
2. What coping strategies do Chinese professional immigrant women use to adjust to the
changes and challenges in their careers after immigration?
Factors that Affect the Women’s Career Development
Emerging from the analysis of the participants’ accounts, six factors are identified
as significant forces that shape the occupational pursuit of Chinese female immigrant
professionals in the U.S. These factors are: (1) U.S. immigration regulations; (2) gender
relationships and family responsibility; (3) language and cultural background; (4)
discrimination and prejudice; (5) field of specialization and skill transferability; and (6)
opportunities that the U.S. offers. To illustrate the issues raised by the participants,
narratives from the interviews are used extensively so that readers can develop a better
understanding of these points from the participants’ perspectives.
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U.S. Immigration Regulations
All participants initially came to the United States through affiliation with U.S.
higher education institutions either as graduate students or as wives of graduate students.
They then established U.S. permanent residency via work either by themselves or through
their husbands. According to the women’s experiences, U.S. immigration regulations
have influenced their professional lives in at least four ways.
First, according to the U.S. immigration regulations, the spouse’s right to work
legally in the U.S. is highly restricted before the primary visa holder becomes a
permanent resident in the States. Since most female immigrant professionals in this study
were the spouses of the primary visa holders, the restrictions of spouses’ legal working
rights forced the wives to stay out of the professional world in the United States for years
before their husbands attained a green card. For example, Pay, Yen-Ping, and Hong-Yu
all had well established careers in China and considered their work an integral part of
their identity and life. When they joined their husbands in this new country, they became
unemployed for the first time in their lives. The prolonged occupational interruption
caused major adjustment problems in their immigration experience. As Pay, the
physician, united with her graduate student husband in the United States stated:
My first impression of the U.S. was that there were many cars in the States. Then
after settling down, urn...I did not feel this was a particularly nice place; that is, I
felt that I was not able to adjust to the new environment... I did not have a job
here...I was very frustrated...um...feeling that I was useless. At that time, my
English was not good. I could only understand simple phrases. But in terms of
communication, it’s not good enough...I got nothing to do at home...
Hong-Yu, the preschool director, also shared:
...My husband was very nice to me and life was quite stable when I joined him
here. But the only problem was that I felt quite uncomfortable here. In China,
91

my work was very busy; it was almost nonstop. There were a lot of exchange
activities. Every year we provided consultation and teaching demonstrations to
the other schools. We were often engaged in improving our school and I was
always thinking about new ideas. When I first became a preschool teacher, I
could not go to bed until 12 o’clock. Unlike elementary schools where you can
teach with a textbook and a chalk, in preschool, I needed to prepare teaching
materials by myself and the preparation took a lot of time. But when I came to
the States, I did not have a job. My husband went to work and I stayed at home
alone...It was wintertime. Everyday I stayed at home watching the snow. It was
really boring.
While waiting for her husband to obtain U.S. permanent residency for her, I-Lin,
the doctoral student, poignantly illustrated how her career was impacted by the
immigration process:
I feel that the most important problem is the permanent residency. Without
permanent residency, I cannot legally work. Now I can only be a student and stay
at home to take care my children. There is no choice. This gives me tremendous
restrictions. It would be different if I am in China. In China, I can hire someone
to take care my children. I would be able to do that in China because I would
have steady income to pay for childcare. [But] here no working right, no steady
income. [So] I am reluctant to use paid childcare...This even affects my studies.
Think about it. If I have working rights, I will have stronger motivation to finish
my degree in order to work. My situation is that my field is not marketable and I
also have children. I am unmotivated in studying or job hunting. This situation
has been going on for years. [I] have not got my degree yet.
Second, immigration laws allow international students to legally work in the
United States for one year after graduation in order to gain so-called “practical training”.
After this practical training period, the student visa (F-l) automatically expires and the F1 visa holder and their family have to leave the United States. Thus, to maintain their
legal status, foreign students will need to either extend their student visa or change to a
different type of visa such as a working visa (usually H-l for positions that cannot be
filled by U.S. domestic labor). Obtaining the H-l visa and permanent residency is a
complicated and time-consuming process for most immigrants. There are limited
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positions that meet U.S. immigration requirements; in addition, there are limited
employers willing to be involved in this legal process for their immigrant employees.
Even though some participants and their husbands seemed to have a fairly smooth
transition to the world of work, a majority of the woman graduate students and the
graduate student husbands experienced tremendous difficulty locating jobs that could
meet the U.S. immigration requirements. As Chin-Fong, the biochemist, reflected on
how she finally found her first job, she said:
One of the lowest points in my immigration experience is the time when I
searched for my first job.. .1 started to search for a job before I graduated. I
graduated in the winter of 1991 [but] I started to attend conferences and to send
out my resume in the summer of 1990...It was really difficult at that time;
although it was 10 years ago, I still remember clearly that I bought an answering
machine for the job hunting. Then I found myself wondering how come there
was no message at all...[I was] very disappointed that every time I checked the
machine, there was no flashing. Then one day there was a message. I pressed the
button. It was a call from an employer. [I was] very excited. It really took me a
long time to find my first job... That was a very difficult time because you see, for
one thing, you were all alone here without any support and if you could not find
any job, you would need to face the problem of your immigration status. That is,
you would have to decide if you are staying in this country or going home. That
was the most stressful time in my life...
Similar to Chin-Fong, I-Lin’s husband also had problem finding a position as
described above. As a result, I-Lin’s husband was forced to prolong his graduation for an
extra year; in addition, he ended up taking a job in China in order to establish their U.S.
permanent residency. Consequently I-Lin’s family experienced extended family
separation that impacted both her career and personal life:
...[My husband] was in a MBA program. He finished the course work in two
years but he did not graduate until the third year because [he] had to find a job
when graduating due to immigration status problem...His employer agreed to
help him obtain American permanent residency in 3 years. That was about the
amount of time it would take to complete the application procedures...[I]
supported him to go out [first]; then when he went out to work, I felt that this was
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my turn [to complete my degree]. But when he graduated, he was gone [to
China]; then I...I never had opportunity [to finish my doctorate]...I resented him
but not totally resented him because I agreed to let him go [to China to work]...it
was particularly difficult to find a job when he graduated not to mention that he
did not have green card. He said that an entry-level job would be fine but he
could not even find an entry-level position. So although I am resentful, I am not
totally resentful because I understand that it’s the situation that created [our
separation]...The most important problem is that my husband was not with me for
the past two years. I had to take care of all the business; [I] don’t have a break.
When he was studying MBA, [I] catered t6 his needs. We agreed that after he
started to work, I would have two years to complete my doctorate [but I was never
able to do so because my husband worked in China]. I don’t encourage my
friends to immigrate; [immigration] has wasted me 10 years already.
Third, because occupation essentially was the legal basis for women graduate
students’ immigration, immigration regulations greatly affected their choices of
specialization, type of degree, employer, and location of residence. In many cases, the
women’s career options became limited; therefore, their career potentials were
compromised. For example, Chin-Fong, the biochemist, carefully took immigration
regulations into consideration when she made her career decisions:
I decided to specialize in analytical chemistry and because I thought a Ph.D.
might have difficulty finding a job, I decided to pursue a master’s. Many people
told me that it would be easier to get a job with a master’s degree, especially with
a concentration of applied chemistry such as analytical chemistry. I didn’t have
green card at that time. A degree in an applied field should be more marketable, I
thought...In industry there are definitely fewer positions for doctoral level than
for master’s level. In addition, foreign students have to face immigration
problems. So when you look for a job, you have to... Some larger companies
clearly state that they do not hire people without green card. In these situations,
you don’t have a slice of chance; you don’t even need to try. Then there are some
companies that are willing to help you apply for a green card but ask you to pay
for the related expenses. And then there are employers who will help you with
the green card and pay for the immigration fees. Of course the last scenario is the
best situation. A medium size company is usually better in this aspect because
large corporations hire so many employees that they tend not to care for
individual applicant’s needs and small companies usually do not have the
resources to handle immigration issues even when they are interested in hiring
you. I feel medium size companies are better...Choosing a profession is very
important because we come here [as an immigrant] and we have to go wherever
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the job is. Therefore, whether [you can] stay here or not depends on whether you
can find your first job here or not. And what you are trained for is critical to
whether you can find your first job or not. Generally speaking, applied fields are
easier [to get a job] and have more chances [to obtain immigration working visa].
The impact of immigration regulations on the women’s career development
cannot be overemphasized. Hong-Yu, the preschool teacher, reported that because one of
the requirements to be a provider of family daycare is U.S. permanent residency, she
could not start her daycare business before she became a permanent resident in the United
States. Another participant, Pay, the physician, also shared the critical influence of her
permanent residency on her medical career. Speaking of the prevalent exploitation of
foreign-trained physicians who do not have American permanent residency, Pay
confessed:
[Taking the re-licensing exam] does not require green card...[But] if you do not
have green card, it will be very troubling. You have to change to J-l. Whether
you are on F-l or B-l, you have to change to J-l. Its purpose is that after your
training, you have to go back (J-l visa holders are mandated to go back to their
home country to serve for at least two years). [But] many people still stay [after
the training]. That is very miserable. That is very troublesome [because] there
are many restrictions when you look for a job. You can only work at underserved
area; that is place where is in need of medicine such as Brooklyn in New
York...very chaotic place or in Midwest...If you go there, it will take about four
to five years. After [they] give you waiver, you have to work at the same place
for three more years before they apply for a labor card for you. Then [you work]
to apply for green card. Doesn’t that take five, six years? Also some employers
know that you can only work here without other options. They can be very
exploitative.. .My cousin is an example. He later gave up [to immigrate to the
States]...If I did not have the permanent residency, I would never take the re¬
licensing exam because it would be very troublesome. Once you enter a
residency program, you had better have a green card to allow you to practice
when completing the program. Otherwise, you have to wait for a waiver in order
to legally work in the States. The waiting may take 5 years. That is really
unbearable.
Finally, it should be noted that even when the women obtained working visas via
their job, immigration restrictions continued to complicate their employment before they
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become permanent residents in the U.S. For example, because immigrant professionals’
working visas are essentially connected to their employers, changing employers means
starting over the application of a new working visa, and this process may delay their
attainment of U.S. permanent residency. Furthermore, immigrant professionals cannot
afford being unemployed since they will lose their legal immigration standing if they are
out of job for a certain period of time. Therefore, as disclosed by most participants, the
primary visa holder, either the woman herself or her husband, usually stayed with their
first employers for years until they received permanent residency even when they were
not treated fairly at work or there were better career opportunities from other employers.
Reflecting on her experience, Chin-Fong, the chemist, accounted:
...Before you get green card, you feel very restricted. It is very difficult to
change a job. That is, you do not feel you are a free person. [You are] restricted.
[There are] a lot of restrictions, and this indeed is a big problem. So for
foreigners, the issue of immigration standing is very important. Actually
immigration status and work are closely related to each other. If you don’t have a
job, you cannot have green card; then if you don’t have green card, you cannot
find a good job. So these two problems are connected. So whether you are from
China or other countries, all immigrants face the same problem—immigration
status. This is a rather difficult and practical problem.
As vividly illustrated above, it is clear that U.S. immigration regulations for
international students and “alien” workers is one of the most significant factors that shape
the career path of Chinese immigrant women professionals in the United States. This
finding is of particular importance because current literature rarely discusses the
implications of the U.S. immigration regulations in the career development of immigrant
professionals in general and immigrant woman professionals in particular. It also should
be noted that the experience of the Chinese immigrants in this study is very different
from that of Chinese immigrant professionals from Hong Kong in Canada. Similar to the
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recent Hong Kong immigrants in Canada, the Chinese immigrants in this study are also
highly educated. However, due to different immigration policy, most Hong Kong
immigrants arrive in Canada with established permanent residency status; therefore, legal
working right and permanent residency are not issues for them. In contrast, the
immigrants in this study have to tackle these issues for years in order to be able to legally
work and reside in the United States.
Gender Relationships and Family Responsibilities
To understand the effect of gender relationships and family responsibilities on the
career development of Chinese female immigrant professionals, it is important to have a
brief review of women’s position in both historical and contemporary China. Women
have been historically oppressed in Chinese culture for thousands of years. In the
traditional Chinese family system, girls have little value; daughters were considered only
temporary members of their father’s family because when they married, they became
members of their husband’s family. Some girls were even sold by poor parents to work
as prostitutes, concubines, or servants in order to help with family financial situations
(Zinn & Dill, 1994). In addition, the Five Cardinal Relations that Confucianism uses to
guide the behavior and thinking of Chinese people emphasize that husbands have the
authority over their wives and wives are supposed to submit to their husbands under any
circumstances (Zhang, 1993).
The coming to power of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) had a great impact
on women’s position in contemporary China. One of the social changes that has taken
place under CCP’s regime is the significant increase in women’s participation in the labor
force. CCP strongly believes that women’s employment outside the home will grant
97

women the economic independence and social resources they need for liberation. The
percentage of female participation in the paid labor force has increased from 7% in 1949
to 50% of the state-run enterprises in 1989. However, the larger percentage of women in
the labor force does not mean that Chinese women have gained an economic and social
status that is equal with men’s. Women are still often assigned to low-paying and lowstatus jobs such as food-processing and service work; at the professional level, they tend
to work in the traditionally female fields such as teaching and nursing. In 1986, Chinese
women’s average income was only 74% of men’s. In addition, traditional gender role
ideology continues to dominate the distribution of household work in working couples;
that is, regardless of their paid employment, Chinese working mothers are expected to
bear major responsibility for childcare and housework (Zhang, 1993).
The participants’ experience as to gender roles and family responsibilities in
China is basically consistent with the above findings. As described by I-Lin, most
Chinese women from PRC are expected to hold paid jobs:
I feel that I have to be a career woman. I have to pursue a career; it is not O.K. to
be a stay-at-home-mother. You actually take it for granted that you should work.
You never thought that you do not need to work. It actually is rewarding to stay
at home to take care of the kids and don’t need to worry about money. Isn’t that
nice? But deep down your heart, your cultural root, the environment where you
grew up, you feel that you cannot accept that [lifestyle]. So you have to continue
pursuing a career (laughing). Sometimes [I] don’t feel that [being a stay-at-home
mom] is a choice, don’t feel [it’s] an option. Being a homemaker for the whole
life? I don’t feel that is an option (laughing).
Although it has become a norm that Chinese women work outside the home, how
they perceive their jobs varies from individual to individual. For example, Hwei-Hwei
was a working mother who was strongly committed to her supportive role to her husband
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and willingly took up all domestic responsibilities. When asked to talk about her job in
China, Hwei-Hwei replied:
I was working in an accounting department for the city. I just made money to
provide for my family. It was not my goal to pursue a lot of progress and
promotion in my career...My goal for my life was to help my husband to be a
good teacher because he was teaching in a university. I hoped that he could make
advancement in his profession.
However, for women who were career minded such as I-Lin, Pay, and Hong-Yu,
the extensive use of paid childcare and the assistance of the extended family greatly
alleviated their childcare responsibility so that they were able to commit themselves to
their work in the way that men are usually able to do with their careers. These women
enjoyed great pleasure and pride in their careers as well as a strong sense of autonomy.
In this sense, they seemingly achieved more equality in their marital relationships in
China. Pay, the physician, and Hong-Yu, the preschool director, described how they
balanced childcare responsibility and career in China:
In China, my mother took care [of my child], and then [I] also hired an aunt
(nanny) so I felt quite easy since I did not need to worry about childcare. [I]
needed to be on duty [at night] in hospital so it was troublesome for me [to care
for my child]. So, [I] gave...all [childcare responsibility] was handed to [my
mother and the nanny].
I liked music since childhood, and later I chose to study early childhood
education. Learning [in early childhood education] was very easy because I had a
good background [in music] and strong interest...I was assigned to a preschool
affiliated with an elementary school. This elementary school was very famous in
that city.. .After I got married and had a daughter, we hired a nanny. My husband
and I were both working. I was an assistant to the director of the preschool. [I]
was mainly in charge of administration such as scheduling and curriculum...After
my husband left [for the States], I sent my daughter to my parents-in-law’s house
[to live with them]. My parents-in-law were physicians so I enrolled my daughter
in their hospital’s daycare center. I was very busy at that time as a director of the
preschool.
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Immigration has complicated implications on the participants’ gender
relationships and family responsibilities in the States. First of all, despite the fact that
four out of the eight women initially came to the U.S. on their own student visa rather
than as dependents of their husbands, six out of the eight women ended up relying on
their husbands to obtain permanent residency. This pattern seems to suggest that most
Chinese immigrant professional couples still endorse the traditional gender ideology; that
is, the husband is the primary provider for the family and wife’s main responsibility is
household work and childcare. As discussed earlier, some women in this study had wellestablished careers in China. How their careers became secondary to their husbands’ after
immigration is of particular interest. For Hong-Yu, leaving her career in China was a
reflection of her placing family life over career:
After my husband left for a half year, he asked me to get visa to join him in the
States.. .The Department of Education did not allow me to leave... [I] was
struggling. The Department of Education was very upset [because they] just
promoted me to the director’s position for several months but now I was leaving
But family life is very important. I enjoyed my work very much but for me life is
my priority even though in China work is supposed to be the first and life is the
second.
In the case of Pay, immigrating to the United States was not voluntary; instead, it
was the pressure from the extended family and her sense of responsibility as a mother
that pushed her to give up her career in China in order to fulfill a wife’s obligations:
My husband left China in 1986. Before that I have never thought about
immigration...because I felt that I was doing pretty well in China...My family,
father, mother, and sister were all there (China). All my family was there. So I
did not know anything about here (the States)...My husband was asking me to
join him after arriving in the States [but] I kept procrastinating...More than three
years. Then I thought that it could not go on like this. If it (the separation) lasted
longer, my child would not be able to recognize her father. That is not good
(laughing)...My mother-in-law also said, “You cannot go on like this. What’s the
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matter of staying here?” Then I said, “All right, all right, all right. Then I will
go.” So I then came here.
As demonstrated in the above cases, non-graduate student women came here
mostly for family reasons instead of career aspirations; therefore, they were initially less
prepared for work in terms of English proficiency and professional skills. Consequently
they took up the supportive role to their family and considered their careers as secondary
to their husbands’. Nonetheless, the Chinese female graduate students came here with
strong career ambitions and they were clearly prepared for a profession in the United
States since they had to pass very competitive standards in order to be admitted to and
graduate from their graduate programs in the States. How their careers changed from a
position equal to their husbands’ to a secondary status poignantly exemplifies the deeprooted influence of traditional gender ideology on Chinese couples’ relationships as well
as the power of situational factors in this delicate gender equation. Both I-Lin and SuFeng had insightful reflections on this shift. I-Lin said:
Once we came to the States, I became secondary. I was never secondary when I
was in China. In China my husband and I were Ping Chi Ping Zo (Rise together
and sit down together. This is an expression to describe an equal relationship in
marriage). We graduate from the same university and in the same class.
Traditional Chinese ideology still exists. When you are in China, you don’t feel
it. Once coming here, you cannot say it does not exist because for him, he feels,
“I am a man. I cannot depend on you to provide for me.”... When he graduated
[from the MBA program] and could not find a job, his pressure was particularly
huge. Because of this kind of mentality, he couldn’t stand [being unemployed].
This kind of thing was implicit, totally implicit; that is, I had a salary and he had a
salary as well so you feel [that you are] Pin Chi Ping Zo (equal). However, you
were never in a situation that he did not have a salary so you provided for him.
Now you are in that situation, [there is] something inside, deep inside his mind.
Women have that (mentality) too; I have that as well. I feel that it is abnormal
that I provide for him [whereas] if he works [and] he supports family, I feel it’s
more acceptable.
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I did not have children when I was in China. Since having children, somebody
has to take care of the household; in addition, you are mainly responsible for the
kids so consequently [you] should support him. He entered master’s program
later than I did but once he entered the MBA [program], I naturally became
secondary. I put myself in a secondary place. [I] supported him to go out [first];
then when he went out to work, I felt that this was my turn (opportunity). But
when he graduated, he was gone [to China]; then I...I never had opportunity [to
finish my doctorate].
Su-Feng, the informational technology analyst, also shared:
...After my husband came to this city to work, I quit my job at another place
because I always follow him and cooperate with him...sometimes I feel that I sell
short of myself because if I continue my original profession, it is quite suitable to
go to California. There are many semi-conductor industries in California, I will
have great advancement there;[I] can do very well. However, because he works
here and it is very difficult for him to make career change, I would rather settle
down here. It was quite easy for me to get a job in California but very difficult [to
get a job] here when I moved here.
I think that perhaps I am still more traditional even though since childhood I did
not believe that girls are less than boys and I always took the first place
[academically] in my class. Competing with boys was one of my motivations but
as I grew older, got married, and had children, especially when I had children, I
feel being a mother is a huge responsibility; that is, taking care of family and
children is always my top priority...For the past years, I worked around my
family; in fact, I switched careers in order to take better care of my children...I
feel that for a dual career family, especially when both are professionals, I am in
favor of supporting the husband to go out and to pursue a career he likes because
females after all have to attend to her family responsibility as a mother.
In general, most Chinese couples in this study, like their immigrant counterparts
(Hynie, 1996; Sullivan, 1984), continue the traditional pattern to view husbands as the
primary providers and wives as “supplementary earners”. Therefore, wives’ work is
usually incorporated into husbands’ career goals in order to enhance his long-term
advancement and the well being of the whole family. The female Chinese immigrant
professionals also adopt the familiar “supermom” model of adding employment to their
traditional responsibilities as indicated in the literature review (Ferree, 1979; Hynie,
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1996; Ip & Lever-Tracy, 1999). Four out of the eight husbands contribute little to
household chores and childcare in spite of the wives’ paid employment. As illustrated in
both I-Lin’s and Su-Feng’s situations, this practice significantly reduces the women’s
time and energy for their own careers as well as limits their career opportunity. In the
case of Hwei-Hwei, the extremely unbalanced role division has resulted in not only her
unfulfilling life but also tremendous resentment toward her husband:
.. .1 always had expectations of him. I told him, “when we came to the States, I
would work petty job to make money first and you would study first. When
[you] reached certain stage, it would be my turn to study.” So I don’t want his
study to take too long; otherwise, I would be too old to study. He agreed with me
in this matter...but later when he was about to graduate, [he] could not find a
job.. .then he went back to China to start his own business.. .1 told him that he was
selfish...[we were] in the States for many years, he never let me develop myself,
never let me study.
In the past I have brought home college catalogs and asked him what to study. He
said, “Once you started to study, [you] would not have time to pick up the kids
from school...” Given the conditions at that time, if I started to study, [our]
family would be stressed out. So I agreed not to study at that time.. .For now...[I
am] still not optimistic. I feel that my whole life is still centered around
responsibility. I still give up myself...I lost so much. I am not satisfied...I did
not advance myself in my career. If I used some of my work time to study, I
would not be like this. Many people say that in the U.S. it is not too late to study
even when you are 80 years old. That actually is not true...
It should be noted that even though the patriarchal system appears to be the norm
that guides most Chinese couples’ distribution of responsibility in a family context, there
are variations along the continuum between patriarchy and equality in the couples’
partnership. The following cases represent four types of couple partnership that range
from slightly different to radically different from the typical supermom paradigm. YangPing, the Chinese teacher, credited her husband’s support as one of the major factors that
facilitated her adjusting to her first formal job in the States:

103

I feel that my husband is very helpful because we have children and if he does not
take care of them (the children), I cannot go out to work (laughing). His job is
more flexible [and] he also encourages me to go out, to see the world, [and] to
have contact [with the world]. So when I first started working, my husband took
care of the children during the day. That is a big help for me; otherwise, I cannot
go out [to work].
Wen is one the two women who attained the U.S. permanent residency through
her own work. She single-handedly raised her children for years while her husband was
away, but now she enjoys a more balanced load of family responsibility due to her
husband’s reunification and his change of career.
I am grateful to him (my husband) for being an understanding husband. I
understand him as well. There was a long time I took care of the children all by
myself because he was away for several months to conduct research.. .There was
also a time when he was doing his postdoctoral fellowship in Kansas, I was alone
with the kids in Massachusetts...That was very hard. The hardest thing was that
my daughter did not have a sense of security. She needed you all the time
because you were the only person [she could rely on]. Once you were not with
her, she felt insecure. When she did not see you or when you were running late
picking her up from kindergarten, [she worried if] anything happened to you and
what would it be.
But after these two years, my husband joined me in Massachusetts. He wanted to
continue his profession in astronomy but there was no faculty position in
astronomy. He then decided to switch to computers. Since he was in computers,
his hours are more flexible. Now he can come home every day and spend time
with the kids. When compared with the past, my life now is like in
heaven.. .women do not have the same amount of time as men do for conducting
research because women are responsible for childcare...now my husband is
working at a convenient location so he is responsible for picking up the kids. This
way I have eliminated a daily stress. Also, every morning when he gets up, he
watches the kids go on the school bus. His hours are not as flexible as mine so I
will go when the children have medical appointments or parent conferences...I
feel that my husband is really nice. He doesn’t feel being taken advantage of.
Now I come home late and he is home early so he makes dinner and does dishes.
He never complains about doing grocery shopping. On weekends, if I want to go
out, we will go out and if I do not say anything [about going out], he will work
around the house.
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Chin-Fong, the second woman who obtained the U.S. permanent residency
through her own work, also derived a great deal of support from her husband and enjoyed
their partnership:
...My husband is very helpful to my career, too. He teaches in higher education,
which is a relatively stable job so when I was laid off from my third job, I was not
particularly anxious to look for a job since our financial stress was not as huge. In
addition, I go to work around 8 o’clock so he helps my daughter get up, changes
her diaper, feeds her breakfast, and dresses her. He also takes her to day care. At
home we share responsibility as well. He is in charge of the yard work and I am
in charge of cooking. I feel that it is important that we have a clear division of
household work and share responsibility.
When we have time, we watch movies and take vacation. We liked traveling a
lot; [we] have been to many places...The key is that he has more flexible work
hours...I don’t need to worry about these things [because] he would usually take
care of them unless he has class... [I feel] we are equal and he feels we are equal
as well. It is not that he is the primary provider and I am supplementary. Our
jobs are equally important. For example, when he went to a conference, I took
care of my daughter and when I went to a conference the following weekend, he
took care of my daughter. So we are equal. It is important that we are equal in
our marital relationship...! feel that overall there is not much difference [in terms
of the amount of housework we share]. We have been married for many years but
I have never raked the leaves. In another word, he has never cooked. So he does
what he is good at and I do what I am good at. This way we get along well.
Although Pay reluctantly joined her husband in the United States, she eventually
re-entered the medical practice with years of hard work and strong support from her
husband. To allow her to pursue a demanding career such as a physician, her husband
actually took on the second shift that is traditionally prescribed to women:
...(To complete the residency) I left home in the second year [of my residency].
My husband took care of the child. My husband is very nice. I feel that I should
give him most of the credit. I think that without my husband I would not take the
re-licensing exam. He kept saying, “You can do it, you can do it. You are smart
enough to do it.” But I am the kind of person who has lack of confidence. [I was]
afraid to take the test. All the time I did not think of it. It seemed that [I] did not
have the energy. Taking the exam was very very hard...It was really exhausting.
In my case, I feel that the support from the family is very important. My husband
is very important.
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(Interviewer: So when you were preparing the exam, he did most of the
housework?) Yes, yes...my daughter was very nice too. But my husband took
care of most of her education. I cannot keep up with my daughter’s stuff now
(sounded apologetic) and once not keeping it up, you cannot think about teaching
her any more. My husband is nice, really nice but I also feel that I greatly impede
him. He actually is doing well with his work but I feel that if I did not take the
exam, he would be even better...because when he comes home in the evening, he
needs to take care of the child and cook...I feel very guilty about this...I should
go home earlier. [I] don’t want to hamper him any more...He doesn’t have time to
write grants so that is troublesome. So I would like to go home earlier so he does
not need to worry about housework and then he will probably have time to write
grants in the evening.
The collaboration models of the above four Chinese immigrant couples are both
encouraging and significant. These patterns show that in spite of the ingrained influence
of patriarchy, some Chinese immigrant couples have created more equal partnerships that
balance working mothers’ double burden as well as allow a more flexible division of
family responsibility and gender related behavior. These examples also indicate that in
some couples both husband’s and wife’s careers are considered primary; therefore, these
Chinese women’s career experience is different from previous findings that immigrant
women are considered supplementary earners in the family (Hynie, 1996; Sullivan,
1984). It seems that it is this kind of change of mentality that allows women to pursue
some prestigious careers that demand higher levels of commitment and skills.
Language and Cultural Background
Consistent with the findings of current literature (Mak, 1991; Westwood &
Ishiyama, 1991; Woo, 1989), the narratives of the participants indicate that language and
cultural competency maintain a huge barrier in sustaining and advancing their professions
in the United States. The effects of the women’s distinct linguistic and cultural
background cannot be underestimated for it affects many aspects of their career decisions
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including their choice of profession, their place of residence, the population they work
with, their social experiences at work, and their mental well being. I-Lin, for example,
switched her profession from teaching to computer consultation after immigration. She
stated:
Speaking of cultural background, once you come to the States, you feel that you
should pursue technical work. If you do management, it’s not that you cannot do
it but [the truth is that] you don’t feel that you have the advantage to do some
parts of the job; that is, [it is] to your disadvantage... For example, in the U.S. you
do not feel that you have many advantages to do management work or even just
secretarial work. You feel that you don’t speak as well as others and you are not
as articulate. Your greeting is not as appropriate as others because you don’t
understand some of the situations and you are not as confident.
After all it is a problem of culture. I feel that I can do a job but I am not confident
that I can communicate well. You have to take this problem into consideration
when you make your career decision. In the U.S., many foreigners are inclined to
do technical work because in these positions you decrease the chance of direct
contact with people. Since you don’t feel that [communication] is your strength,
you should look for jobs that can make the most of your strengths. This
consideration greatly influences our career choice.
Letting go of her secretarial profession and taking up a part-time position teaching
children Chinese, Yang-Ping also said:
I originally wanted to find a job in an office; I used to work (as a secretary) in an
office. But my language (English) is still not good. It would not be suitable if I
don’t understand what people are talking about when answering the phone. I feel
that this job is more suitable for me. So working with children...I like children.
The language demands of teaching children is lighter and I also like teaching
children.
While the discourse of I-Lin and Yang-Ping illustrates how language and cultural
barriers limit immigrant women’s career choices, Pay and Wen spoke to the significance
of a cultural comfort zone when they had an opportunity to choose their working milieu.
Pay: During my residency, I never worked with any Chinese...American patients
are good but now at this clinic, 70% of my patients are Asians and 30% are nonAsians. Culturally speaking, Chinese patients are easier to communicate with
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because they trust doctors. That is, they trust you so they let you decide what you
believe is best for them. This is similar to the situation in China. With American
patients you have to explain the whole situation very clearly. I would never say,
“ let me make the decision for you.” I would let them make the decision because
I do not want to make the decision for them.
If you tell Chinese patients the different options, they would not understand what
it all means; instead, they would say,” You decide it for me.” I would tell them if
this happens to my mother, I would do so and so. The patients would usually
say,” That is fine. Let’s follow your suggestion.” For example, when it comes to
an operation, other doctors would definitely tell the patient about all the side
effects. [Pondering on the risk involved,] the patient might think that he/she
would die anyway, so the patient might decide not to have the operation. [If it is a
Chinese patient], I will tell the individual that there is always incident but the
chances are rather slim and if you don’t have the operation, you would not make
it. So I tell them that if my mother is the patient, I would definitely proceed with
the operation...In this sense, I prefer to work with Asian patients.
Wen: I was doing well at my work and getting along with my colleagues. But in
the Midwest, I did not get to see that many Chinese. Although there are Asians,
they are not the same as Chinese. Coming back to Boston is like coming home
[because] there are so many Chinese here...When I walk around on campus, I get
to see Chinese people; that makes me feel very good.
Although the participants’ experiences in socializing at work vary depending on
individual personality, working climate, and status of the position, some women clearly
have difficulty bridging the cultural gaps in social occasions. This has greatly
contributed to their sense of alienation at work. As I-Lin shared her frustration with her
language and cultural barriers, she said:
The difficulty in English is not just a language problem; instead, it is a cultural
problem because you don’t understand the culture...I feel that I can never join
them; I am a perpetual outsider. The main problem is culture and then language.
For example, I never know how to interact with people at the party. I am very
outgoing and normally I enjoy talking with people but in the party I do not know
what to say after “Hello”. In that situation, I become very reserved so I don’t
make many friends. I don’t know how to make friends with Americans so even
though I am in the States, I still mostly socialize with Chinese.
The language and communication barriers also have serious psychological effects
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on the women’s experience at work. Yang-Ping, I-Lin, Wen, and Chin-Fong all have
vivid descriptions of the so-called “second language anxiety” as discussed earlier by
Westwood and Ishiyama (1991).
Yang-Ping: I had no experience in the beginning. It was scary to walk out of the
house (a phrase meaning to work outside the home)...It is the psychological
obstacle, nervousness. (Interviewer: What made you nervous?) Mainly the
language. For such a long time [I did not work], now suddenly I am teaching
children in English at school. This is different from conversation in English. I
usually greet people with enthusiasm. My circle of friends mostly belong to
church. Everybody is very nice.. .But these occasions need only simple English.
Teaching is different [from social engagement] so I was very nervous in the
beginning.
I-Lin: There is still a language barrier at work. You feel that you are
disadvantaged because you are not a native speaker. For example, you would be
very nervous about your English when you need to speak up in a formal meeting.
Casual conversation is usually not a problem but presentations can still be
problematic for me unless I am well prepared.
Wen: There were many difficulties in my career development. The first obstacle
is language. For psychologists, language is the core of verbal discourse. When
you try to understand the subtlety of language, you will have to spend a much
longer time as compared to the native speaker given the same level of effort. So
you have to work at least twice as hard [than the native speaker]...Writing can be
challenging as well. Whenever I write, I often feel that I got across my points but
somehow my English does not sound native enough.
Chin-Fong: When you turn in your article to your supervisor for editing, even
though the changes he makes are more related to his own style than grammatical
errors, you tend to think that maybe your writing ability is not as good as his. You
just tend to think that way. (Interviewer: You are not confident [in your English.])
Exactly. If you don’t have this [immigrant] background, you wouldn’t think that
way. If you are educated here, you wouldn’t think that his writing ability is better
[than yours]; instead, [you would think that] his writing style is different from
mine and he just prefers to express certain concepts in his own style.
How immigrant professionals’ racial/ethnic identity influences their career
Adjustment and advancement is a subject that is rarely studied in the literature. However,
as posed by Chin-Fong in the following excerpt, some immigrant professionals seem to
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experience difficulty reconciling the tension between their country of origin/their native
culture and their newly acquired American identity/cultural practice in the United States.
Chin-Fong: I feel that there are few women in management in my field just as in
other professions. Also, there are few foreigners (immigrants) at the management
level. I feel our language barrier is the main problem. Another aspect is whether
you are outgoing or not; I feel this is related to our background—a problem of
language and culture. Perhaps the influence of culture is even more important
[than language]. That is, a problem of whether you can integrate [with the
mainstream] or not. This problem actually goes both ways. For instance, now I
have an American passport but whether I want to call myself an American is still
an issue. If you yourself don’t even want to call yourself an American, how can
you expect others to call you an American? It involves both sides; that is, this is a
problem of how much you identify yourself as an American and how much other
people identify you as an American. It does not work if you willingly identify
with Americans but Americans do not identify with you. [On the other hand,] if
you don’t identify with Americans, how would Americans spend time and energy
identifying you? So, generally speaking, first generation will have more
difficulties. Second generation will probably be better off.
Chin-Fong’s comments are of significance because they unveil the intricate
relationships between racism, acculturation, racial/ethnic identity, and the system of
power hierarchy. Indeed, to successfully integrate the vast differences between Chinese
language/culture and English/American culture and to resolve their loyalty issues are
very challenging tasks for Chinese immigrants. And the fact is that in spite of the
increasingly diverse population, the U.S. remains a monocultural society where power is
concentrated among the White racial group. This form of oppression forces cultural
minority groups to assimilate to the Euro-centric system if they desire to move up the
power hierarchy within American society. In adjusting to the U.S. culture, Wen offered a
good example of this situation:
Chinese value harmony and emphasize not saying hurtful words to others. When
I first came to the States, I was very uncomfortable with the fact that some
Americans would say things that embarrass others. I got used to this after a
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while. Now I don’t feel anything in regards to that; I have that problem too (I can
be very direct, too).
As discussed in this section, almost all women in the study experience significant
challenges in using English in their professional work and adjusting to the mainstream
culture. The women’s language and cultural barriers have tremendously restricted their
career potential in the States; in addition, these barriers have led to a heightened level of
anxiety and decrease of confidence in their communication ability. It is also clear that
these issues interface with discrimination and prejudice toward immigrants and the issue
of skill transferability, which will be covered in detail in the following two sections.
Discriminatory Practice
A majority of the participants have experienced discrimination and prejudice in
the States. These incidents are usually targeted toward their immigrant status, English
skills, gender, and race. Reflecting on her first job in the U.S., Pay talked about the
exploitation and discrimination that she experienced as a new immigrant:
I hated my first job. Really. Not that I did not like the job but there was one
teacher who was really mean. The boss and her manager were very nice. They
were nice to me but that particular teacher was really mean; she could not see me
not working for one minute...I cannot describe how mean she was...she is an
American, an old American woman...I was very sad, very sad. The manager said
that she understood [my situation and] what kind of person this teacher was. She
said, “you people were often mistreated when you first came here as new
immigrants.” She said that this is normal.
I feel that racism definitely exists. My experience at the childcare center is a good
example. That teacher’s level is low. But I feel that people of high status tend to
hide their discrimination. Although you cannot tell on the surface, they are
actually racists. They may appear to be gentle and generous and do not show
[their prejudice]. I have not encountered any major racial incidents that are
directed toward me. A lot of these things were subtle and trivial so that I was not
totally clear what was going on. But I am positive that there is racism in this
society.
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English proficiency is another area where that immigrants are frequently
discriminated against even in the fields where technical competency is essentially the
foundation of most professional discourse. Chin-Fong, the biochemist, articulated how
immigrant scientists still carry the stigma of being a foreigner despite their professional
expertise:
(Interviewer: I wonder if it is true that because your job is more technically
oriented, the demand of language skills is not as high as other fields?)
B: Yes and no. [I said] yes because you do technical work and if your technical
skills are very strong, even though you are somewhat short of language skills,
eventually you would be recognized. “He or she is a specialist in this field. No
matter where he or she is from, his or her opinion is important”. But [I also think
that is] not completely true because you did not receive a college education here.
When you write an article or give a seminar, people are more likely to criticize
you in this aspect (English). For example, every year we all have our annual
review and then there is a category called “Development”. That means your
shortcomings. Sometimes your supervisor has difficulty identifying the areas that
you need to develop. [But] if you are a foreigner, the first would be to improve
your writing or oral presentation skills, stuff like that. [It] always inevitably
appears in your review. Maybe other people also have this item; that I don’t
know. But because you are a foreigner, it is obvious that this (English) is the area
they would first think of...That’s why I also said no to your question.
As discussed earlier in the literature review, many immigrants come to the U.S.
with the notion that the U.S. is a land of equal opportunity where all competent workers
have an equal chance to achieve their highest career potential. However, Wu (1997), a
researcher who has conducted comprehensive studies on the employment of Asian
Pacific Americans, asserts that in reality, the opportunities for advancement for women
and members of ethnic minority groups are significantly fewer when compared to those
for men and Whites. In fact, the term “glass ceiling” was created to describe the invisible
and impenetrable barrier that hinders the advancement of women and minority men to
decision-making positions. According to the report of the federal glass ceiling
112

commission in early 1995, “97% of the senior managers of Fortune 1000 industrial and
Fortune 500 companies are White males. Furthermore, although 5 percent of senior
managers in Fortune 2000 industrial and service companies are women, all of these
women are White.” (Wu, 1997, p.166) With limited knowledge about the sexual and
racial discrimination at the workplace in the States, Su-Feng painfully came to realize
how this practice affects her career through both personal experiences and observations
of her colleagues:
The climate of the company is male dominant. Since the company produces
commodities for men, the culture of the company is male-oriented. The majority
of the Engineering Department staff are males retired from the military except me
and another woman from Germany; the mentality of the whole department was
very military-like. That is, on the level of engineers, we were the only two
women and both of us were hired as temporary workers, not permanent...Most
people were friendly but the directors and managers were very arrogant. It’s like
they never noticed you when they walked by. So the environment of the whole
department was particularly difficult. I remember very well that [at that time] all I
wanted was to get out of that place...It’s a double [whammy because] the
working environment was not friendly towards females; in addition, my position
was temporary. It was very challenging [to work there].
My first job was as a temp. My position involved a high level of technical skills.
[Although] the title of the position was ‘consultant,’ I was very uncomfortable
working there [because theoretically] I should have been part of the research team
in order to know where we were in the process. [However], I was expected to
conduct the research but not to participate in discussion meetings or to access
some information. I felt excluded from the team...There was an American who
had his Ph.D. from MIT. We entered the company about the same time. I was
told that there was no permanent opening so I was working under contract as a
temp. But after I was hired, the company hired him for a permanent position. He
is a young and capable individual. His technical skills are not that good but he is
very good at social stuff and politics. Many Americans did not like him because
he was too involved in politics and doing a superficial job. But he was moving
along the career ladder very fast. I learned that new positions could be created if
you are an American with a Ph.D. from MIT or you are good at politics. So there
is discriminatory treatment. This realization was a big shock for me.
There was also a Chinese man in the same department who was credible to the
establishment of the company’s market in China. He was excluded among
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colleagues when he came back from China. He sometimes talked to me and made
sarcastic remarks about his situation. I knew that he was treated as an outcast and
was very unhappy but what shocked me was that he was later fired. I felt that
politics was very important in this society (the U.S.). I used to think that the U.S.
was relatively fair but now I saw this very ugly side; that is, [credit and reward]
are distributed on the basis of how well you play the politics instead of the
amount of work you accomplish or your contribution to the company. This is the
same in China. I felt that we left China because the politics were too dark but
now I realize that in actuality the politics here are equally dark if not darker. This
is very disappointing especially because there are also racial issues in addition to
politics.
There was another director who is from Taiwan. He has a Ph.D. from Harvard
and has worked here for many years. By observing him, I reached a conclusion
that whether you are from China or Taiwan, as long as you are Chinese, even with
a Ph.D., there is limited space for you in this society because of your race and
culture. I felt that he was a cultural outcast. I think that possibly he was not
comfortable socializing with the white managers (most managers were white) to
be accepted as one of them. He was still very technically oriented. In addition, his
management style is very Chinese: he worked very hard and he expected his
subordinates to work hard as well. His staff was not pleased with him for he did
not pay attention to his relationship with them or their needs.
Su-Feng’s story is certainly discouraging but what I-Lin found is even more
disturbing because even in a field where native Chinese should be considered to have
tremendous advantages, they remain in lower positions within the system of power
hierarchy due to racial discrimination.
I-Lin: There is definitely discrimination in the hiring practices at the Chinese
program where I used to teach. The Chinese faculty members there told me that if
you are Chinese teaching Chinese, they would only give you an instructor’s
position even when you have the right degree. You (Chinese) would never be
considered for a tenure track position because tenure positions are only for
Americans... not just Americans... my Chinese friends are all American citizens.
They give [tenure positions] only to native-born white Americans.
The intensity of the women’s experiences with discrimination varies depending
on the area where you live, the setting where you work, the nature of your work, the
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qualifications you have etc. Wen’s accounts offer a broader picture to understand this
complicated situation:
We are rather fortunate to be in Boston, one of the most liberal areas in the
country; in addition; [this is] an area that is famous for its higher education. We
are relatively better off than in other places. If you are in an area where people
are not familiar with multiculturalism, you are more likely to be considered an
outsider because you look different...I work in an educational environment where
people are nice to me because after all, Americans recognize the value of
academic degrees and I have a doctorate...I feel that Americans in general value
one’s ability. If they think that you are competent and you are doing a good job
and as long as you are respectful to them and do not present a threat to their job,
they will not discriminate against you. It also depends on where you work and the
nature of your job. In higher education once you are hired, you don’t really need
to compete with your immediate colleagues...but there is far more competition in
the corporate world than in higher education...
The women’s testimony confirms that various forms of discrimination and
prejudice against immigrants, women, and ethnic minority are still prevalent in our
society. The practice of discrimination and prejudice not only hinders the advancement
of the women’s careers but also demoralizes the women’s vocational aspiration as clearly
expressed in Su-Feng’s accounts. How the women tackle these obstacles will be
discussed in a later section to provide helpful strategies that they have used to overcome
adversity.
Field of Specialization and Skill Transferability
As it is true for native bom workers, women’s field of specialization directly
affects their chances of finding jobs, advancing their careers, and their social and other
experiences in the workplace. For example, Wen, the psychologist, did not experience
any difficulty finding her first job and obtaining her working permit because her
profession was in demand:
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...When I finished my oral defense, that is, my fourth year in the States, I went to
a national convention [of my profession]. I was just giving it a try so I went to
several job interviews. Surprisingly various employers were interested in me. So
I chose a place close to my husband’s university...My profession was needed at
that time in the States, so when I first went to work, they (the employer)
immediately applied for an H-l (working visa) for me. It only took several
months to get it (working visa).
Immigrants’ field of specialization is particularly critical to their career
adjustment because the field also determines the extent to which their foreign-eamed
credentials can be transferred and recognized in the States. For example, when Hong-Yu
decided to pursue certification as childcare provider, she discovered the following:
I searched on the Internet to find information about requirements for running a
family daycare center or teaching young children... I learned that there is an
Office of Children that regulates early childhood education. So I went there to get
all the information I need...I went back to China to get my diploma, transcript,
and recommendations and had them translated into English...it was really timeconsuming... Then I applied for the qualification. They recognized all my
credentials including my years of experience.
It seems that with appropriate documents, some academic degrees earned in China
are accepted and recognized in the States; however, Pay’s experience in obtaining her
medical licensure reveals a more complicated picture of the reality of skill transferability
for immigrant professionals:
The medical system recognizes my medical degree earned in China. They have a
list of foreign medical schools. As long as your school is on that list, your medical
degree will be recognized. But [in order to be able to practice medicine], you have
to pass Step One, Step Two, and Step Three (of the medical bar exam) to be
eligible for doing a residency...so basically your status is like an American
medical school student...I was working full time as a technician while preparing
for the bar. It took me about two years to pass all the exams. It was a slow
process that took a lot of work.
Taking exams is something you have control over but finding residency is much
harder because you are from another country [and you are an immigrant]. It was
really hard to find a resident program. Many of my friends passed the bar but
could not find a resident program...Foreign-trained physicians have more
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difficulty finding a job when compared to U.S.-trained doctors. Foreign-trained
physicians are a minority group so most people are not familiar with this group.
People tend to distrust you because they do not know the medical school you went
to. But for American doctors, people know more about the medical schools they
went to. So this is a disadvantage I am facing...Many resident programs do not
know much about Chinese physicians. They don’t trust us because we are not
from an English-speaking country. Once they understand Chinese, they like to
hire Chinese physicians because they are very hard-working. That is, when
Chinese first enter the program, they are not as articulate as others. They don’t
talk that much and they are not that sociable. But Chinese doctors manage their
patients orderly and smoothly.
Indeed, even though most women’s academic degrees are recognized in the U.S.,
the credibility of the training associated with these degrees is often depreciated by
American employers due to their limited understanding of the Chinese educational
system and/or the practices of stereotyping and discrimination. Nonetheless, the extent to
which women’s professional skills are transferable seems also related to how culturally
specific their professions are. Professions that are heavily culture-bound such as
teaching, law, and social services may have limited skill transferability because the
philosophical underpinning and the know-how of these professions can be very culturespecific. For example, Hong-Yu, the childcare provider, pointed out the differential
practices in teaching young children about eating habits:
I have been in this field for a long time in China so I have developed my own
teaching method and I am used to that. I don’t want to totally follow their way of
teaching children...in terms of eating, they (Americans) don’t particularly value
eating as Chinese do. [In the States] Children bring in their own lunch. Their
philosophy of teaching children about eating focuses on not giving them pressure.
If children do not want to eat, teachers would let them do so. That’s the practice
of American day care. But Chinese pay a lot of attention to eating so for children
in my day care, their eating is well-managed. I tell them and teach them how to
eat; I also tell them that they should not waste food. “Unless you are not feeling
well, you should finish the food you have.” Sometimes it’s not that the children
are not hungry but their eating habits are poor: they want to play or read so they
are not interested in eating. [In that situation] I would teach them that they should
not waste food and unless they really have no appetite, they should finish their
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meal. Americans don’t want to force children so if children don’t want to eat,
teachers will let them play a while and come back to eat later. I disagree with
that.
In addition to cultural factors, the women’s limited English proficiency may also
hinder the application of their professional skills they obtained in China. During the
interviews, both Hong-Yu and Hwei-Hwei expressed that their English was not good
enough to practice their professional skills. Contrary to culture-bound professions, fields
that have a strong focus on technology and science appear to have higher levels of skill
transferability. In these fields, knowledge and techniques are globalized and the common
language is technical terminology rather than English. This in part explains some
women’s successful careers in the States as well as immigrants’ tendency to pursue
professions in these fields.
It should be noted that a majority of the participants have had advanced education
and professional training in the U.S. Six out of the eight women have received some kind
of formal advanced education in the U.S.: four earned their highest degrees in the U.S.
and two took extensive professional courses in higher education institutions. With their
extensive education and training in the U.S., most women in the study have successfully
maneuvered the issues of skill transferability.
Opportunities Offered by the U.S.
Despite the many challenges discussed in the previous sections, women in the
study identified some unique opportunities that the U.S. offers to them which their home
country, China, fails to provide. These opportunities largely focus on vocational
advantages, which are distinguishable from the freedom that some immigrant women
experience when they find relief in escaping the constraints imposed on women by their
118

home society as discussed in the literature review (Espin, 1997; Freidenberg et al, 1984;
Shin & Shin, 1999).
Almost all participants were somewhat forced to shift their career paths due to
immigration, and while doing so they found that the structure of U.S. society allows
space for career change and that that is critical to the success of their career adjustment.
They also expressed that the flexibility of the educational system in the U.S. is of
tremendous help in achieving their professional goals as well as balancing family
responsibilities.
I-Lin: I feel that American society at least offers people the possibility to change
careers. For example, I was teaching English at a college but when I came here, I
discovered that I was more interested in computers. Although there are
restrictions such as your ability to afford tuition or the compatibility of your
professional background, you still feel that you are allowed to change [careers]
and that motivates you to work towards that goal. So I feel that this kind of career
change is impossible in China...[but] being here gave me the courage to think
about this [possibility]. I feel what is positive [about being here] is that I have
switched from language teaching to computers. Even though I haven’t found a
job in computers, this transition is basically completed...I am very pleased with
this career change, a very big change.
In China it is very unlikely for older people like me to go to school. Here no
matter what age you are, as long as you want to receive more education, [you can
do so]. [If] you want to create qualifications for yourself, you may receive
education any time you want. In China, you have to be of traditional age. If you
are not of traditional age, you don’t have the opportunity [to continue education].
Hong-Yu: In China we all stick to one occupation. For example, I studied
education so I would definitely continue my career in education. [If I stayed in
China,] by now I should at least be a director of a kindergarten. But it is not like
that in the States; you can change your occupation here. Maybe I should do
something different...Eventually I would like to get more education, that is, I
want to enrich myself so when my kids grow up and leave me, I don’t want to sit
there saying, “I don’t know what to do.” Even being a volunteer I will need to
have some skills. In China there are always age restrictions about which school
you can go to. It is really nice that there is no such restriction in the States. I
want to start with a couple of courses; it is okay that I take a longer time [to
complete a program].
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Although most women in the study have encountered discriminatory practices in
the U.S., some of them are still strongly convinced that the U.S. is a relatively fair
country when compared to China. These sentiments are expressed in the following
manner:
I-Lin:[I feel that] my type of people would be better off staying in the States.
Here if you have great motivation, you can go ahead making your way and if you
want to make money, you work harder. In the States, effort and success are
positively related whereas it is not necessarily the case in China. It is not like that
in China. In China, your success is largely affected by your popularity and
politics. In the U.S., at least on the surface you feel that theoretically your efforts
should lead to success.
Pay: [In the States I] feel that you have to fight for everything [and] you have to
try yourself. But the good thing about here is that if you try, [you] can always get
return and achieve what you desire...relatively speaking, for example, [native
bom] Americans do have more opportunities than I do. But if you put more
efforts than they do, you still can achieve [your goal]. I feel that the U.S. is
relatively fair but not absolutely fair...Generally speaking, if you work hard, you
can achieve what you want. I feel that in Chinese society it is easier [to achieve
your career goal] if you start from a higher level. But if you are from the lower
status...say I was a construction worker; it is very difficult if I want to be a
physician.. .It is very difficult to move up [in China]. In my case, if I did early
childhood work in the beginning of my career, it is not possible for me to become
a physician [in China].
Chin-Fong: I actually did not work off-campus in China. I was going to graduate
school so I only heard of how complicated politics were and I only knew the work
situation at my department. Speaking of the U.S., how should I put it? As
Chairman Mao said,”Wherever there are people, there are politics.” (both ChinFong and the interviewer were laughing)...As a matter of fact, compared to
China, [the politics in] the States are probably somewhat simpler. This also
depends on your own ability. If your skills are strong and you do a good job, the
company will need you. In that case, you will be more comfortable...I feel the
most important thing is ability. As long as you have ability, Americans usually
recognize it.
As exemplified in the above narratives, the women acknowledge the existence of
power differentials between immigrants and native-born Americans and fully recognize
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the fact that they have to work harder to achieve the desired level when compared to their
native-born counterparts. However, they also believe that efforts and rewards are more
positively related in the States than in China. The women’s perceived relative fairness
and predictability of how rewards are distributed in the U.S. seems to be one of the most
positive forces that fuel their career aspirations and continued efforts in their career
development despite all the obstacles they have to face. It is of interest whether or not
Chinese immigrant women with less access to education and economic resources share
the same sense of fairness about U.S. society. Another question is whether immigrant
women of different nationalities and ethnicities would come to the same conclusion as
the participants in this study did.

Strategies Used for Career Adjustment
As exemplified in the analysis of factors that affect the career development of
Chinese female immigrant professionals in the U.S., the challenges that the participants
face are multiple and complicated. However, in spite of all the adversity, the women
have pulled together their resources and developed various strategies to adapt to their
new life in the U.S. These adaptive strategies draw upon their personal strengths, cultural
heritage, familial support, and resources in the Chinese community and the larger society.
To better understand their coping approaches, the following section focuses on the
strategies and resources the participants use in their professional adjustment in the U.S.
Helpful Attitudes
You Don’t Come Here to Pick Gold; You Come Here to Fight
It is important to recognize that although the participants came to the States with
different understandings about what immigration entails, they all seem to agree that
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having realistic expectations of their immigration process has helped them develop an
effective mental map that prepares them for difficult challenges, renders a sense of time
frame, and reduces frustration. In this regard, several women offered lessons from their
life experience as follows:
Pay: First of all, you should understand why you want to immigrate. You should
not just blindly come to the States because you think this is a good country. If
you are ready to fight, you can come to the States. This is what I told my cousins
in China,” if you anticipate enduring hardship, you can come; but if your goal is
to have a comfortable life, you should not come.”
I-Lin: Be patient. Patience means that a path is created by steps... I feel that in
the States as long as you work hard, your life will improve over time. It is very
difficult to reach the sky in one step because you need to build many foundations:
you need to understand the culture, improve your English skills, get familiar with
the system and so on. Once you gain more information and experience in the
many aspects of American life, you will have an easier time communicating with
people and then life will improve...You cannot reach the sky in one step so you
should not get frustrated.
It should be noted that some of the immigrant women’s adversaries such as
language and cultural barriers are reasonable and understandable, but situations such as
discrimination and prejudice, are obviously unfair for any human being to face. To
grapple with all the reasonable and unreasonable challenges, various attitudes are adopted
by the women. First, I-Lin emphasizes taking responsibility for the decision to immigrate
by accepting the unfair treatment to immigrants:
Immigrants do not have fair opportunities. “Bom to be equal” is for [native-born]
Americans; [the treatment for] foreigners is not fair. [However,] foreigners do not
have to accept these conditions because they have a choice not to live here. The
unfairness is up front but acceptable. It’s like you are in someone else’s house
[and] of course it is not like being at home.
Further along the concept of being responsible for your choice, Chin-Fong
empowers herself by a strong sense of self-reliance:
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You have to accept the fact that you are an immigrant. In the first place, nobody
invited you to come here. It is you that wanted to come here. So, because you
chose to come here, whether you are doing well or poorly is totally related to your
own ability. If you are doing really poorly, you should give up and go back. This
is what I always think: although people absolutely have no right to discriminate
[against immigrants], they (Americans) did not invite you to come; it is you that
want to immigrate to the States. So you should have thought of these difficulties.
I was prepared [for all these difficulties] such as loneliness before I came here. I
prepared myself mentally rather than blindly following the crowd [to come to the
States].
Imagine that you leave your home behind and come here alone with only two
suitcases. You do not know anyone, you do not have any relatives here, and you
don’t really speak the language. Think about how the situation is. You should
realize that you did not come here to pick gold. You come here to fight. Do you
have the ability? [Do you] have the determination? [Do you] have the will? If
you don’t have these [qualities], you should not come here in the first place.
Nobody invited you to come.. .So, you have to acknowledge your different
background. [You] must defend your important rights as well as gain strong
abilities. With strong abilities, I can leave [my job] if I don’t like it and other
employers would be eager to hire me. [But] if your ability is not strong, you
cannot just leave [even when you are] having a hard time. I feel that the key is to
strengthen yourself and to cultivate your various abilities. If you are strong, it
will be easy to create opportunities wherever you go.
The narratives above are somewhat similar to previous Chinese immigrants’
acceptance of adversity as the cost of being immigrants to a new country (Woo, 1989).
However, the women in this study seem to assume more internal locus of control and
possess a greater sense of personal power than do the immigrant women in previous
studies (Anderson, 1991; Hattar & Meleis, 1995; Lynam, 1985; Shin & Shin, 1999). This
difference might be related to the women’s high level of educational attainment and selfefficacy.
There are Always Two Sides to Everything
In addition to the above mind sets, the women also benefited from the wisdom of
traditional Chinese culture such as Zen, Taoism, and Qigong in facing obstacles and
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making sense of their hardships. Wen’s reflection on her life experience eloquently
captured one of these moments:
I have come to the conclusion that we should not let our limited wisdom restrain
us. Don’t insist on or be attached to certain things because with our flesh-bound
vision, what we can see is limited. Attachment is not necessarily good; perhaps
my destiny has arranged something better for me. This is what I think. In the
end, my experiences turned out to be Sy Wun Shi Ma (a Zen story that
exemplifies the unpredicablilty of life; therefore, the importance of being
unattached to certain ways of thinking). Life is much easier without attachment.
There are always two sides to everything-both advantages and disadvantages. So
do not be absolute. This is why traditional Chinese culture emphasizes that we
should hold an ordinary attitude toward everything.
Along with Wen, Su-Feng talked about an awakening experience after she
observed some blatant racist practices at her workplace and how the practice of Qigong
helped her maintain balance in her life:
I feel that my first job hit me really hard but it also helped me a lot. I learned that
focusing on technical work is not good enough; you have to be good at politics.
So [given all the disadvantages of] being a Chinese woman and an ethnic minority
member, if you are still reluctant to resign to lower levels of a job because of your
high-level education, the only thing you can do is to change yourself. [After my
first job], I made up my mind to change myself; that is, to shift my focus from
technical aspects to the ability to handle politics. This change was very difficult
because that is not me, not my personality. I decided to study science in college
because I felt that I was not good with people. I felt that my nature was unsuitable
for dealing with people, so working in a lab would have less complicated
involvement with people. But I discovered that simply being hard-working would
not lead to much achievement; if you want to succeed in society, you have to deal
with people.
For years I have practiced Qigong. Qigong is very helpful to my life in general
and my career in particular. Qigong teaches us how to adjust ourselves, both
psychologically and physically. I consider the psychological adjustment the most
important. For instance, we tend to harbor resentment after experiencing many
adversities. Qigong teaches us to take the distress and misfortune as an
opportunity to learn. This is so-called Yi Jong Wei Shih (Seeing people as our
teachers). If you consider misfortune a learning opportunity, you will not feel
defeated easily. Another principle of Qigong is forgiveness. It emphasizes
forgiveness towards all people and incidents. Qigong is a practice of both physical
and psychological cultivation. It is obvious that if you have physical problems to
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wear you out, you are more likely to feel depressed. So these two affect each
other...I have been fortunate to have the opportunity to practice it; in addition, I
have received support from a group of friends who are also practicing Qigong.
Instead of dwelling on the disadvantages of being an immigrant, Chin-Fong
turned criticisms from her supervisor into opportunities to improve her writing skills:
I feel that you have to let nature take its course with these things. This is your
background.. .1 compared his revision with my writing. “Oh, this is how he wrote
it!” I memorized how he wrote it so next time I encounter the same situation, I
will use what I have learned. That is, you should change yourself from being
reactive to being proactive. And [you] should have things work to your advantage
instead of [saying] “Oh, God” (sounding frustrated). Don’t let these things hurt
you but say “O.K., this is the way it is. I remember now”. [You] have to have an
attitude to learn. That is, you have to acknowledge your being different and enjoy
your Chinese characteristics as well as accept the influence of American culture.
That is, learn from other’s strengths in order to support your own shortcomings.
Overall, you should have a sober understanding of yourself and the surrounding
environment. [You] cannot always be discouraged and depressed. [You] should
have a proactive attitude to solve problems and improve the current situation.
Indeed, what was expressed by almost all the women in the study resonates with
Wen’s view about the coexistence of advantages and disadvantages of immigrating to the
U.S. Comparing their life in China with their life in the U.S., Hong-Yu, Su-Feng, and ILin reconcile the pros and cons in the following manner:
Hong-Yu: Even though my classmates now are all in leadership positions in
China, I do not envy them at all. I have opportunities to take advanced courses in
my field or learn new skills to start a new career here but they do not have these
options in China. Once they become directors of preschools, they will probably
stay in those positions until they retire...My friends complain that they are doing
the same thing all the time. I also do not like the politics in China. Here I have
my own business and customers are my supervisors. It can be difficult to deal
with parents’ complaints but I feel that I am obligated to do a good job. Overall,
most parents are nice and I think my work is more challenging than my
classmates’ in China so I don’t think their jobs are better than mine.
Su-Feng: Now that I look back, I would probably hold a higher position if I had
stayed in China. From this perspective, immigrating to the United States is not
directly helpful for my career. But I do not regret the path I chose because I got to
see the various aspects of American society. I feel that after all of the ups and
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downs and defeats I have experienced, I became more mature. It is like after you
have gone through the worst of things, you are not fearful anymore.
I-Lin: What I regret the most is the sacrifice of my career. Other than that, I am
fine with the situation. I feel that after I came to the States, my world view and
values changed a lot. In China, you are not supposed to live for yourself. You are
supposed to live for your country first and family does not even matter. The
nation owns you; we never say living for family. Individuals are even less
important. But coming here I have learned that living for your family is
meaningful and living for yourself is also meaningful (laughing). Then I realized
that in the past I had too lofty ideas about life and too little humanness. Now I
live a more human life and I don’t think this is a bad thing... I feel now living this
way I am more at ease with myself...Compared to my life in China, life here is
easier mentally. I cannot stand the politics in China and I am not interested in
using connections nor flattering the powerful. I am glad that I lost those things.
Start from Zero
Consistent with the findings of literature regarding immigrant professionals (Min,
1984; Man, 1997; Mak, 1991; Woo, 1989; Shin & Shin, 1999), the women in the study
have experienced tremendous loss in self-validation because of the downward mobility in
the U.S., especially in the initial stages of immigration. To cope with the status loss and
to begin to build a new life in the U.S., most women in the study found that letting go of
their previous status and starting from the scratch are useful attitudes in helping them
adjust to the new culture. Leaving her established medical career behind, Pay said:
Now you are here and you should not be afraid of being embarrassed. You
should not be afraid of asking questions. Letting go of your status is very
important. In the States, it is your own loss if you don’t ask questions when you
don’t understand; nobody will laugh at you. In China, people might laugh at you
when you ask a simple question but it is all right here. Asking questions will
speed up your adjustment. I read a story in the Chinese newspaper, which had an
impact on me: there was a woman who immigrated to the States with her
husband. Initially she could not adjust to the new environment; she always
compared her life here with her life in China. Finally she realized that everything
should start from zero. So I thought to myself, “Yes! Yes! I am starting from
zero.” Once I let go of my previous status, I will do whatever I need to do in
order to survive here. I feel much better [after I changed my attitude]. Don’t
dwell on the past. You won’t be happy.
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Sharing a similar sentiment in this regard, I-Lin said:
I cannot stand some of the new immigrants’ attitudes; they think that their status
is high in China so they do not want to take up petty jobs in the States. These
people would rather sit at home surfing on the net or reading Chinese novels; their
progress is slow because they don’t have frequent contact with American culture.
I admire those who leave their former status behind and do whatever they need to
do in order to survive.
Walk out of Your Home
Complementary to the starting from zero attitude is the action to work outside the
home. Most women in the study consider working outside the home not only as a means
to increase family income but also as a way to integrate into mainstream American
society as well as to promote self-fulfillment. Speaking from their firsthand experience,
the women offered the following insights:
Yang-Ping: The first step is the hardest. But you have to have the courage to go
out to work.
Su-Feng: Walk out of your home. You should have the confidence to walk out of
your home. That is, you should have the courage to go out and take up
challenges. In fact, when you go out, you will realize that it actually is not that
hard. I feel that once you have come along, even after experiencing several
failures, you will find that in actuality there is lots of room to develop.
Pay: I think that the biggest obstacle for your career here is yourself. If you don’t
want to try, you cannot get anything. If you have the courage to try, you might
get what you want; otherwise, at least you have tried...It is important that you
walk out of the house. You should not stay at home. Working outside the home
is not just about making money but about integrating yourself into the society. It
is really hard to have one person work to provide for the family in the U.S. The
pressure is huge. I cannot just rely on my husband to provide for the family so I
have to work.
I-Lin: After all, I feel that I am not yet mainstreamed in the U.S...but I think once
I enter the labor force, the situation might be different. If I have a job, I will have
a better chance to develop friendships with my American colleagues; then I might
be able to enter the mainstream. If I don’t work, I will never be able to be
mainstreamed. Some of my Chinese friends have worked here for many years
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and they feel mainstreamed because they have been productive members of the
society.
Encountering Immigration Restrictions
As was demonstrated in an earlier section, U.S. immigration regulations have
placed significant constraints on these women’s career development in the U.S. To cope
with these restrictions, the women have used the following strategies to make the most of
the unfavorable circumstances they faced. First, for the women who obtained legal
working visas through their own employment, their attainment of advanced U.S. degrees
and/or professional certifications are among the most successful strategies to legally
establish themselves in the U.S. With an American degree and/or professional licensure,
the women appeared to have had a better chance finding employers to help them obtain
the necessary immigration status.
Second, a majority of the women who attained legal working permits through
their husbands, have taken up nonprofessional jobs such as baby-sitting, tutoring, and
restaurant work for both financial and psychological reasons before they could be legally
employed. These jobs usually pay under the table so that the immigration authority has
no control over them.
Yang-Ping: Before I got a working permit, I baby-sat for an American family for
3 years. The family was very nice. They did not mind that my English was not
good when I first came here.
Hong-Yu: I stayed at home for about two months. I did not like to just stay at
home so I decided to either take some courses or find a job. It happened that one
of our Chinese friends had two children and he asked me to teach his kids Chinese
and drawing so I started to teach his kids. That job was mostly baby-sitting and a
little bit of teaching. I worked on that job for about six months.
Pay: My husband had a scholarship but it was not much so we could not afford
my daughter’s tuition for kindergarten. Then we heard that there was a program
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where parents could help out to reduce their kid’s tuition...I thought this was a
good idea because my kid needed to learn English anyway. So I went [to work for
that program].
Although the immigration laws do not allow the spouses of student visa holders
and working visa holders to work, the spouses can still informally take courses in various
institutions. Therefore, some women used this period of time to take courses to improve
their language skills and to prepare for their career.
Pay: I was quite resentful during the first couple of years. I wanted to go home so
badly. But there was no way to do so [because] my husband would not go home.
He was working on his Ph.D. so it was impossible to go home. Since there was
nothing I could do, I just took one day at a time. Then I started to think that I
should not be whining any more. Since I was here, I should settle myself. I
wanted to survive. So I thought that I would pursue a Ph.D.. .1 wanted to learn to
conduct experiments but no lab wanted me because I had no experience working
in a lab. So I volunteered in my husband’s lab to learn about experiments because
I did not do any lab work before; I was a physician. After I accumulated some
experience, I started to take some doctoral courses.
Another strategy the women in the study as well as other immigrants often adopt
is to intentionally postpone getting their degrees until they secure their legal working
status. I-Lin is a typical example of someone who used this particular tactic:
Without permanent residency, I cannot legally work. Now I can only be a student
and staying at home to take care of my children [while waiting for my husband to
get permanent residency].
Using Resources in the Larger Society
There are ample anecdotes that exemplify how the participants benefited from the
resources provided by U.S. society such as assistance provided by the community of the
women’s residence and help from native-born Americans. Community-based services to
immigrants vary from area to area. In general, they include language instruction,
vocational training, citizenship exam preparation, and diploma-related classes. Hwei-
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Hwei was impressed by the resources available to immigrants when she discovered the
following opportunities:
In this area I feel that it is easy to find occupational assistance if you look for it.
When I first came to the States, I did not have any contact with the community so
I did not know about these resources. However, later when I was going to take
the citizenship exam, I learned through a friend that there was a class offered in
the library that assisted new immigrants in taking the citizenship exam. I later
learned that there are many organizations like that. [These organizations] help
you learn English and adjust to the new environment. The city career center
provides technical training that is specifically designed for new immigrants. For
example, [they] help you learn middle school and high school curriculum so you
can pursue higher level of education. So in the States if you look for it, there are
opportunity to develop skills...in the States a lot of volunteers are willing to teach
you English. When I first came here, seniors from the local church knocked on
my door to offer me free English lessons...As you can see in this environment
you can find many people who are willing to help if you want to strengthen your
skills.
Various participants talked about meaningful relationships with native-born
Americans and how these relationships helped them both professionally and personally.
The support from these native-born American friends seems to be particularly
instrumental to the adjustment of initial stages of immigration. For example, Su-Feng
would not have been able to begin her graduate study in the States without the
sponsorship of her American English instructors:
I came to the States under sponsorship because my assistantship was only half
time. My sponsors were an American couple who were my English instructors in
China. They were very nice too. We were rather close in China; sometimes we
went out to have fun together. They were very lonely in China. So my experience
socializing with Americans before coming to the States helped me adjust to
American culture. I visited them first before I went to my university. The visit
was helpful for me as a nice psychological transition. It is really easy for me to
socialize with Americans here. They are quite open-minded if you genuinely
accept them and see them as friends.
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Also, Hong-Yu and her husband enjoyed their friendship with an American
couple and were grateful to their friends’ generous support for the founding of her family
daycare:
Our situation was rather unusual. When we moved here, we lived with an
American young couple who were my husband’s friends from work. We rented a
house together, shared a study, and ate together...I knew that there were many
Chinese families in the area so I started to look for information on opening a
family daycare. After I read the information [from Office of Children], I was still
not sure if I could do this (family daycare) by myself because it needed a nice
space...When my parents-in-law came to stay with us, we decided to move out.
[But] our friends (the young couple we lived with) said we should still live
together, so they bought a two family house and invited us to live
downstairs...Our landlords were not like other landlords. They were friends so
they said that I could open [a family daycare]. They (the American couple)
provided all accommodations to meet the requirements that the Office of Children
demands for a family daycare. Their help was critical [to the launching of my
daycare business].
Both Su-Feng and Wen mentioned the importance of mentorship in their career
development in the U.S.
Su-Feng: I found that my advisor at graduate school was very helpful, too. He is
an American. He is very successful as the director of a major research center. He
is a very nice person...When we were in graduate school, he liked to talk to us
about stuff in the industry such as how to interview and how to answer questions.
He is the most helpful person to me in my career. Even now (he has retired) he
still cares about his students and wants to know what happened to them.
Wen: My friend, Sandra, is a very important role model in my life. [She was
diagnosed with cancer but] she overcome cancer and maintains a positive and
optimistic attitude toward life. I think she has become even more spiritual than
before. In addition, she traveled to different countries. She is still so energetic.
She is full of hope. Looking at her makes me feel that I really don’t need to
worry about my own problem. All the hardship is only a process. It will pass
eventually.
In conclusion, Su-Feng spoke to the importance of friendship with native-born
Americans in the women’s professional as well as personal lives:
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I feel that going out to make friend with American mothers is very helpful. My
third job involved working in a predominantly female team and I felt very good
working there. My manager was female and all immediate co-workers were
female, too. I feel that that period of time was very good. We talked about
things; I felt rather relaxed working there. My boss was also more understanding
of my situation. So it is really helpful to socialize with other mothers both at the
workplace and in the neighborhood.
Improving English Skills
All the women in the study recognized the significance of English proficiency in
every aspect of their adjustment in the U.S. In their efforts to master the new language,
they found that watching TV, reading the newspaper, taking lessons, tutoring, and getting
editorial assistance were among the most beneficial strategies for learning English.
Su-Feng: I was a teaching assistant when I first came here. I was not comfortable
with the language (English) at that time, so teaching American college students
was quite stressful for me...I found that watching television was very helpful [for
improving my English], so at that time I watched soap opera every afternoon. I
think that [watching television] is a good way to learn English.
Wen: I think that in terms of language, one is to invest time and another is to
practice listening and speaking. When I first came to the States, I got headaches
after class because the process [of adapting to a new language] is very tiring. So I
persistently watched TV news program everyday. I did so in order to adjust
myself to its processing speed. After a while, I was much better off.
While watching TV is effective in improve listening skills, reading the newspaper
can quickly enhance one’s reading ability and increase knowledge about American
culture as testified by Pay’s experience:
When I first started to read the paper, I could only understand the general outline
and simple news. There were a lot of words that I did not understand so I looked
them up in the dictionary. After a couple of months, I can then understand most
of the content in the paper. Reading the paper is really helpful.
Taking English classes is another approach that some women used in improve
their language skills.
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Hon-Yu: When we first came here, my English was not good. My childhood was
during the period of Cultural Revolution so there were no English classes to take
at that time. Later I got to take some English classes but my teacher’s English
was not good either so I did not really learn much. After immigration, I
completed four levels of English classes and I also took a writing course. These
courses were formal and useful.
Yang-Ping: Some churches offered free English lessons to new immigrants. I
went to these classes. I also went to an English class in a community education
center.
In addition to formal classes, some women also received individualized assistance
from native-born Americans. For example, Yang-Ping is grateful for the help she
obtained from her neighbor:
There is an old American woman in my neighborhood who is particularly helpful
to me. She teaches me English and I ask her questions whenever I need to. When
I prepare my lessons and have difficulty finding the right words, I would ask her
and she would teach me how to express myself. I also ask her when I encounter
English that I don’t understand. That is really helpful.
Similarly, Wen said, “When I am about to publish any article, I always ask a
native-born American to look over my paper to see if there are phrases that are not native
English.”
Help from Extended Family
As discussed previously, even though some of the husbands share a more
balanced share of household work and family responsibilities, a majority of the women
still assume most family and household responsibilities. In addition to paid childcare
service, they all received help from either their parents or in-laws especially when they
went through challenging times. In this regard, the women offered ample testimonies.
Su-Feng: My mother was always there to help me out at the most important
moments. My mother came to help me when I was working on my dissertation
research. I was also pregnant with my daughter at that time. My mother stayed
with me for one year when I first had my daughter. My mother came again before
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my son was bom and helped us when I moved to Boston, bought the house, and
started my first job.
Pay: My mother-in-law came here to help me when I was preparing for the GREs
in California. She stayed here for a year.
Wen: When I was pregnant with my daughter, my husband was working at a
different state. My mother came to help me when I gave birth to my daughter.
She offered to take my daughter back to China but I turned her offer down
because I did not want to be separated from my daughter.
Yang-Ping: My husband’s job requires a lot of traveling so he is often not around.
Last year was all right because I did not work. But since I started to work this
year, nobody takes care of the little one. At first we hired someone in the
neighborhood to watch her but she was not used to the change. She got sick a lot.
Then I thought this is not working, so I asked my parents to come to help me out.
My parents take care of the baby and help prepare meals. That is a big help.
Hong-Yu: I was rather lucky because both my mother-in-law and father-in-law
came to help me when I was about to give birth to my son...My mother-in-law is
an open-minded person and she likes children a lot. My parents-in-law were very
helpful since they joined us. They stayed with us until my son turned one. They
were really a big help! You see, I did not need to do any household work. My
father-in-law was in a leadership position [in China] but he helped out with all
sorts of things such as doing laundry. The two also helped me with the daycare.
As demonstrated in women’s narratives, extended family’s assistance, though
usually transit in nature, is critical to the developing and sustaining of the women’s career
because it essentially allows them to leave the house to work as well as alleviates their
stress in juggling with their many responsibilities.
Ethnic-based Networks
Similar to the results that Lynam (1985) found in her study of support networks
developed by immigrant women in Canada, the women in the study heavily relied on
ethnic-based networks as their social support system in addition to relying on their
kinship networks. Although all women trade in ethnic stores, they live in predominantly
White suburbs; therefore, instead of Chinatown, the ethnic communities they tend to
134

associate with are Chinese church, weekend Chinese school, and various Chinese cultural
clubs where the members are mostly immigrants from China. Some women are not
involved in any organized communities at all. For these women, they only socialize with
other Chinese immigrants on an individual level.
The support of ethnic-based networks for the women’s career development is
invaluable. For these women, these networks provide opportunities to meet people
coming from the same cultural background and undergoing a similar experience of
immigration. The multiple functions of the ethnic-based networks are exemplified in the
following manner:
Pay: I audited a course at the medical school but I read one page a day-really
slow. I was not sure what I was supposed to do because our town was very small
and information was very limited (in terms of taking medical board examination).
I am not the kind of person who has ambition. I needed to see people of my level
pass the exam, and then I had confidence that I would pass as well. Once we
moved here (an urban area where Chinese immigrants are highly concentrated), I
learned that there were many [Chinese physicians] that were reviewing the bar
exam. So I joined them to prepare for the bar exam. I was just kind of following
the crowd; then I took the exam with my friends and we all passed it.
Yang-Ping: Last September my friend had maternity leave; she was teaching
Chinese in a school. She called me up to see if I was interested in taking her
position while she was on leave. So I worked as a substitute when she gave birth
to her baby. When she came back to work, there was an opening at another
school. Because I have gained some experience as a substitute, I got that position.
Hong-Yu: While I was taking English classes, I also taught Chinese at the
Chinese school on weekends. The Chinese parents often said to me, “ Teacher,
you specialize in early childhood. There are many Chinese families in this area
and the parents would like their children to receive some education in Chinese
language and Chinese culture before kindergarten. It would be nice that you can
have your own daycare group.”
Su-Feng: At that time, I was thinking of changing profession. I was still looking
for jobs in chemistry but there were so few in the Boston area. After a while, I
decided to change professions. Many people switched to a computer-related field
at that time. Many of my friends with doctorates and even postdoctoral training
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felt good about their change after they entered the field of information
technology. With their influence, I decided to switch.
As illustrated in the above narratives, the women used their networks as important
reference groups to size up their career potential, to identify role models and mentors, and
to elicit job-related information and strategies, to find employment opportunities, and to
normalize their professional experience. Thus, the use of ethnic-based networks is one of
the most important resources that these Chinese immigrant women used for their
professional advancement.
Family Separation as an Adaptive Strategy
Seven out of the eight women were married in China before they immigrated to
the U.S. and all of these women experienced some form of family separation in their
immigration process for the sake of establishing themselves in the new country. Very
often the women and the child stayed back home until their husbands settled down in the
U.S. And subsequently either the wife joined the husband first and the child arrived later
or both the wife and the child moved to the U.S. together. The existence of this practice
is mainly because the airfare and living costs in the States are expensive, and the initial
adjustment is difficult. By coming to the States alone the husband can focus on adjusting
to all the new demands as well as saving enough money and finding affordable
accommodations for the family. Yang-Ping offered an example of this situation with a
unfortunate twist:
We had a child in China. I came to the States after my husband was here for 8
months. We kept the child in China. My parents were taking care of my child.
Our financial situation was not good so it was very difficult to bring the child with
us. After we settled down and wanted to bring the child over, we could not get
the visa for the child. We eventually got the visa after a three-year separation.
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In addition to the initial separation, more often than native-born American dual¬
career couples, the Chinese immigrant couples in the study such as Su-Feng, Wen, Pay,
Hwei-Hwei, and I-Lin all have lived apart from their husbands in order to secure their
legal immigration status and maximize their career potential. The couples’ separation
can last for years especially in the case of the astronaut family. Although this strategy
usually did help establish the family’s legal immigration status and further the
development of the couples’ profession, the families paid a price for the prolonged
separation. The implications of the extended family separation will be discussed in the
next chapter.

Conclusion of Analysis
As illustrated above, the analysis of the women’s narratives has delineated major
forces that shape the vocational experiences of Chinese female immigrant professionals
in the U. S. as well as the strategies they use for career adjustment. These findings
contribute to the existing body of knowledge about immigrant population in various
ways. First, the analysis has discussed issues that are rarely investigated in current
literature. For example, U.S. immigration regulations have a profound impact on
immigrants’ career opportunities and choices but they are seldom the subject of study.
Through the narratives of the participants, the analysis is able to poignantly explain the
various constraints of immigration laws on the women’s professional and personal lives.
Second, the analysis has expanded previous understandings of immigrant populations on
many important issues such as how immigration influences immigrant couples’
definitions of gender roles and how these changes subsequently impact the women’s
career development. Third, the delineation of the women’s coping strategies is also a
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unique contribution to the study of immigration as well as the counseling profession.
Through these descriptions, we learn from the women’s creativity, wisdom, and strength.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
As demonstrated in Chapter Four, the study provides rich and detailed
information for understanding the experiences of Chinese female immigrant professionals
in the U.S. The findings of the study not only defy the commonly held stereotypes of
immigrant women as financial dependents or low-wage workers but also depict an image
of intelligence, strength, resourcefulness, and resilience exhibited by the immigrant
women in the study. However, even though most women in this study seemed to manage
to tackle the many challenges facing them, there are also concerns and issues emerging
from the narratives that deserve careful attention. In the following sections, areas of
concerns and needs, implications for clinical practice, and future research directions will
be discussed in detail.

Areas of Concerns and Needs
Stressors in Immigrant Families
Hong-Yu: If my marriage is not happy, I will not have the motivation to do any
thing else. Only when your family is well taken care of, will you have the mindset
to do what you want to do. If your family is not well-managed, you won’t have
any kind of mindset to do other things in the States where you don’t have any
extended family around you.
As articulated above, all of the women place family as their priority and
emphasize the well-being of their family as closely connected to their sense of happiness.
However, the findings of the study indicate that several stressors may challenge the unity
of immigrant families. First, it seems that some form of family separation is a common
practice that Chinese immigrant families experience, and the prolonged separation can
cause various problems for the immigrant families. As discussed earlier, immigrant
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husbands often come to the U.S. first to settle down before their wives and children join
them. Once their wives and children arrive in the U.S., the husbands guide the way for
them. However, problems may arise when the immigrant wife arrives first such as in ILin’s situation. The husband may feel threatened by the wife’s higher level of
acculturation and English proficiency, which consequently can create tensions in the
marital relationship. In the case of astronaut families, problems can multiply. Very often
the wife has employment outside the home and single-handedly raises the children in the
U.S. while the husband works in China. As a result, the wife is overloaded with
responsibilities, the children miss the presence of their father, and the husband often feels
peripheral within the family dynamics. The prolonged family separation can also result
in marital discord and parenting difficulties due to lack of common experience,
unresolved resentment, and different levels of acculturation. In most immigrant families,
children tend to acculturate faster than do their parents, and very often, their differential
degrees of acculturation lead to conflict between parents and children. For the astronaut
family, the acculturative gap is further differentiated by the fact that while the wife and
children are well exposed to the American culture, the husband remains in exclusive
contact with Chinese culture. It should be noted that although none of the participants in
this study experienced divorce, some Chinese immigrant couples did end up divorcing as
a result of immigration.
Second, most Chinese couples in this study continue to view husbands as the
primary breadwinners and wives as “supplementary earners”. Wives’ work is usually
incorporated into husbands’ career goals in order to enhance his long-term advancement
and the well-being of the entire family. Although some women in this study managed to
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balance their own careers and family responsibilities or remained content being the
supplementary earner, others reported regret for their lost career opportunities and
resentment toward their husbands and traditional gender role practices. As exemplified
in Hwei-Hwei’s story, her unresolved sense of loss and anger has greatly impeded her
marital satisfaction and sense of happiness.
Third, consistent with previous studies on Asian immigrants, most Chinese
women in the study also reported that a better future for their children is a driving force
for their immigration. All the women diligently devoted themselves to parenting their
children and have high expectations for their children’s academic performance.
Nonetheless, they express serious concerns about raising children in the U.S. Most
women struggle to maintain a delicate balance between preserving Chinese culture and
infusing American culture in their parenting practices where they often experience
confusion, inadequacy, guilt, frustration, and worry. Some women are frustrated that
they are unable to guide their children along the way because of their inability to master
English and to understand how the system works. Others are confident with their crosscultural skills but feel guilty for not spending more time with their children due to the
demands of their careers. They worry that their children will not be treated fairly in
school and at work since racism still exists in this country. Some also wonder if their
atheist background will hinder their children from integrating into this predominantly
Christian nation. Knowing that all relatives still live back home in China, they fear that
their children will not have sufficient familial support once they and their husbands die.
The following narratives vividly demonstrate some of their concerns.
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Hwei-Hwei: I tried not to go to my son’s school because my English is not good
and I am afraid that my presence will embarrass him. Whenever is possible, I let
my husband deal with the school.
I-Lin: My husband and I decided to have a second child mostly because we want
two of them to take care of each other when we die. It is unfortunate that we
don’t have any relative in the U.S. to support them, but now at least they have
each other...Sometimes I worry that my children will not fit in the mainstream.
We don’t go to church, so they have limited understanding about Christianity. It is
really hard to accept Christian beliefs since communists do not believe in God or
any religion.

Limited Social Integration
As discussed previously, most women relied heavily on ethnic-based networks as
their social support system. Some also reported difficulty in socializing with colleagues
at the workplace. Although the women’s social marginality can be caused by prejudice
and discrimination by the host society, their exclusive association with fellow Chinese
immigrants may also contribute to the problem by limiting their opportunity to learn
more about American culture and advance their English skills. Women who have
maintained meaningful relationships with native-born Americans tend to be more
acculturated and socially integrated both in their professional and personal life. As
documented in Wu’s study (1997) on Asian Americans’ experience at the workplace,
Asian immigrants seem to be more skilled in technical arenas rather than in areas that
require more interpersonal skills, which may be partially responsible for their lack of
representation in positions of power and authority. In this regard, Pay’s observation of
Chinese immigrant physicians seems to echo Wu’s assertion:
Chinese are very hard working. That is, when Chinese first enter the program,
they are not as articulate as others. They don’t talk that much and they are not
that sociable. But Chinese doctors manage their patients orderly and smoothly.
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There is thus a real need for women to become more sensitive to American
culture and develop and rehearse effective communication skills with members of U.S.
society.
Another drawback to the women’s predominantly associating with fellow Chinese
immigrants, is negative intra-group competition. Since the women’s social life is narrow
and their frame of reference is limited, they experience enormous pressure to conform to
the norms of the Chinese immigrant community where success is often narrowly defined
as academic credentials, professional advancement, children’s achievement, and
materialistic gains. This mentality is best captured by Wen’s comment:
I feel that nowadays people talk about intelligence but ignore wisdom. Many
people have much intelligence to complete a bachelor, master’s, and doctorate but
might lack wisdom to balance family, health, and inner happiness such as
harmony. This kind of success is not limited to one aspect; instead, it is a success
that encompasses a broader dimension of life. I think how to look at success is an
issue that people from Taiwan, Hong Kong, and mainland China should think
about. Many people define success in a very narrow sense.
How to Deal with Prejudice and Discrimination
Most women experienced some form of discrimination and prejudice whether it is
directed toward their immigrant status, English abilities, gender, and/or ethnicity.
Although the intensity of the women’s experiences with discrimination varies depending
on the area in which they live, the field in which they work, the status and rank of their
positions, the qualifications they have, etc., the theme of how to empower the women as
they react to discriminatory practice seems to emerge from their stories as a serious
concern for them. It should be noted that even though there are ethnic and religious
minority groups in China, Chinese society remains relatively homogenous and all women
in this study are members of the majority group, Han, in China. Thus, being
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discriminated against based on their ethnicity, immigrant status, and language skills is an
unfamiliar and bitter experience for the women. As some women pointed out, the
disillusionment of their idealized vision of American society and the humiliation and
anger they experience from discrimination are difficult emotions to cope with. In
addition, these experiences have a profound impact on how they envision their future in
terms of career choices and planning.
It is important to look at how the women handle prejudice and discrimination in
order to identify the limitations of these strategies. In an attempt to assimilate to the
mainstream culture, some women seem to develop different forms of internalized racism.
Some experience feelings of shame resulting from their limited English ability and
accent. Others believe that since immigrants have voluntarily decided to come to the
U.S., that they should accept the unfair treatment for them and assume responsibility to
improve their situation. Although the feelings of shame and focus on personal
responsibility may drive the women to work harder to overcome their adversity,
ultimately the underlying approach is devaluation of their self-worth and acceptance of
injustice. This approach can also create excessive stress and frustration for the immigrant
women because they seem to try to control what is beyond their control. When their hard
work does not lead to their desired goal, they may believe that they are responsible for
the failure.
Given the fact that most Chinese, and especially women, are educated to accept
the way things are and not to challenge authority, it is not surprising that most women in
the study reported that they do not like to associate with politics and they actually avoid
being political. With few exceptions, most women have limited understanding of the
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civil rights movements, Asian American history, and women’s issues. The women’s lack
of political awareness, however, may take a toll in both their personal and professional
life. For example, most women do not seem to have the frame of reference to articulate
their experience with racism and/or sexism. The only woman who explicitly referred to
patriarchy is I-Lin when she talked about how immigration impacted her relationship
with her husband. It can be very empowering for these women to see and understand
their positioning within the larger framework of power hierarchy and systematic
oppression as well as to connect themselves with the larger Asian American community.
Heightened Stress Level
Consistent with previous findings, Chinese immigrant women experience
tremendous stress in juggling the many tasks in their daily life. In this regard, the
participants made the following remarks.
Wen: A big challenge that women face in my field is that they do not have the
same amount of time as men to conduct research because women have to take
care of the children. For women, balancing your career, your time with your
husband, and your time to attend to your children’s needs are challenges that exist
all the time and will never go away... As immigrants, we also need to work harder
to compensate for our language barrier.
Su-Feng: The American school system is designed for stay-at-home mothers. So
for American women to balance work and family responsibility is very
challenging. For us (immigrant women) given the language and cultural
differences, the challenges are even greater. So I think that it is important for
immigrant working mothers to recognize the level of difficulty facing them.
Even though most women have worked in China and are used to working outside
the home, the American way of living seems to be conducive to a more stressful lifestyle
as Hong-Yu reflected on her life in China:
Here we live in a single house whereas it will be in an apartment in China. The
physical environment of China is not as good as here. Pollution is worse, less
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green land, and much more crowded. But other than this, life is more stressful
here than in China. Now I look back and actually realize that life in China is
easier. It is true that we didn’t have that much money but we also didn’t need to
have much money. My husband worked at a college so housing was provided;
healthcare was free; we had a refrigerator and a television; and food did not cost
much.
Most women received extensive child rearing assistance from their parents and
public childcare service while working in China. However, after they immigrated to the
U.S., their parents will usually come to help only when a new baby is bom or when the
women are going through major transitions such as starting their first job. Hence, the
women’s support from their parents was significantly diminished due to geographic
distance and immigration restrictions on their parents’ visa status. Moreover, since there
is virtually no public childcare in the U.S., the financial cost of private service adds
additional stress to the women’s life. In the case of astronaut families, the women are
practically left alone to work outside the home, to manage the household, and to raise
children in the U.S.
The women’s personality traits are another dimension to take into consideration
as we examine the factors that contribute to their stress level. The women in the study
are achievement oriented and emphasize self-reliance and responsibility, which is best
illustrated in Hong-Yu’s self-description:
I give out so much not because I want [my students’] parents to say that I am
good; instead, I do it for myself. I want to have a sense of achievement. If I stay
up every night but do not accomplish anything, I would feel that I cannot live up
to my own expectations...! want to do a good job for the sake of myself; I want to
live up to my own expectation. I think that I am not the kind of person who can
put up with a lousy job. For me it’s either do a good job or don’t do it at all.
Although these traits may serve them well by helping them accept all the
challenges and work hard, it can certainly be stressful to hold themselves accountable for
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too many tasks and responsibilities. These women also had a tendency to put themselves
last when they struggle to balance their needs and desires with those of their children,
husbands, communities, and jobs. Along with the constraints mentioned above, these
practices may have an impact on their general well-being. Although none of the
participants in this study seem to have major mental health problems, it is not unusual to
encounter Chinese immigrant women dealing with stress related mental and physical
issues.
Implications for Counseling Practice
It is important to note that all the women in the study did not use any formal
♦

personal counseling and career counseling during the process of immigration and
adjustment. The underutilization of traditional outpatient psychotherapy by Asian
Americans has been well documented in the literature (Leong, 1994). Although some of
the traditional values of Asian culture such as the emphasis on self-efficiency and shame,
and honoring one’ family, may discourage the Chinese immigrant women from accessing
formal counseling services, there are also structural factors that hinder the delivery of
services to this particular population.
First, for most Chinese immigrant women, traditional outpatient psychotherapy is
a foreign concept; therefore, more community based outreach work is needed to
accommodate to the women’s mostly ethnic-based support system. Counselors can work
with leaders of Chinese schools, clubs, and religious organizations to incorporate their
service with the activities of these groups. For example, a workshop on parenting skills
for parents at the Sunday Chinese school will most likely be well attended. In addition, a
panel on culturally appropriate job searching skills cosponsored by Chinese Students and
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Scholars’ Associations and the career center is more likely to attract Chinese scholars and
students who plan to work in the U.S. As some women in the study reported
experiencing difficulty in communication in English, offering services in Chinese by
Chinese immigrants may significantly increase the women’s accessibility to counseling
services.
Second, counseling professionals are often not well-prepared to work with
immigrants and their families in general. As indicated in the findings of the study, the
life circumstances of these women are distinctively different from those of their native
bom counterparts. It can be potentially harmful and ineffective when counseling
professionals apply the frame of reference of native-born professional women to their
Chinese professional immigrant woman clients without acknowledging the distinctive
characteristics of the latter’s life experiences. For example, as dependents of primary
visa holders, battered Chinese immigrant wives may be reluctant to leave their abusive
husbands because of the fear of being deported. Therefore, it is imperative for counseling
professionals to take into consideration the legal implications of these women’s
immigration status in order to fully understand their predicament, offer realistic advice,
and establish a collaborative relationship. Whether it is family therapy, personal
counseling or career counseling, professional helpers should be aware that western based
theories and techniques may not be appropriate for Chinese female immigrant
professionals. Therapists who are not familiar with Chinese culture and immigrant
families may have difficulty understanding the prevalence of separation in Chinese
immigrant families. For example, they may consider that leaving children with
grandparents for years is a detrimental practice to the well-being of an immigrant family.
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However, in China, it is normal for grandparents to be heavily involved in child rearing.
It can also be dangerous to automatically interpret Chinese immigrant couples’ separation
as a result of underlying marital problems. Therefore, to provide effective services with
an increasingly diverse population in the U.S., counseling professionals must be better
equipped with knowledge about the issues that immigrants face in general as well as how
social class, gender, and national origin shape the experience of different immigrant
groups.
Third, counseling professionals should be prepared to deal with issues of
discrimination and prejudice when working with Chinese female immigrant
professionals. The importance of addressing these issues is indicated in the study, which
reported many women experiencing various forms of discrimination and prejudice. It
should be noted that although most women in the study recognized the existence of
discrimination, their ability to articulate these experiences and handle these situations
differed. Most immigrants are not well-versed in the history, legality, and complexity of
discrimination and racism within the U.S. Documenting the struggles of diverse Asian
American communities, Helen Zia (2000), a prominent Asian American activist and
journalist, noted that first generation Asian Americans tend to believe that hard work and
a low profile will help them achieve success. Also, they are often oblivious to the means
of fighting discrimination and working with the system. At the individual level, raising
awareness about the psychology of oppression, connecting with people in similar
situations, and consulting with civil rights specialists are some resources to turn to when
immigrants encounter discrimination. It is critical for counseling professionals to
accurately assess their client’s level of acculturation, provide information about social
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practice, support system, and legal ramifications regarding discrimination, and develop
culturally appropriate strategies with the client.
Additionally, some immigrants, in an attempt to adapt to mainstream society, may
identify with the racist beliefs and practices in the United States. They may feel
ashamed of their immigrant status and believe in the legitimacy of Americans to unfairly
mistreat them. Although internalized racism can be a defense mechanism, ultimately it is
detrimental to immigrants’ self-esteem and mental health. Therefore, it is critical for
counseling professionals to be aware of the differences between healthy acculturation and
internalized racism. According to Berry (1997), there are four strategies of acculturation:
Assimilation, Integration, Separation, and Marginalization. Healthy acculturation usually
involves critical evaluations of both the home culture and U.S. culture, a sense of
integration, and positive feelings about one’s cultural background. This type of
acculturation is best captured in the Integration mode. In contrast, individuals with
internalized racism tend to identify with the supremacy of the dominant or “American”
culture and feel ashamed of their cultural heritage. They tend to adopt either
Assimilation or Marginalization modes of acculturation.
Fourth, although ethnic-based networks can be very helpful in enhancing
women’s career development, the Chinese community tends to reinforce certain types of
professions such as computer programming, life science research, and professorships.
Chinese immigrant women who are interested in social service, education, business, and
law may have difficulty finding companions and mentors of their same ethnic
background in their professions. In these cases, career counselors should encourage these
women to think beyond ethnicity and connect with members of different ethnic groups in
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their professions. Also, properly informing the women on various career choices and
professional paths can help them widen their view of options available to them. How to
handle the complexity and subtlety of workplace politics can be challenging for Chinese
immigrant women. At times counselors may need to help women understand the
interpersonal and organizational dynamics so that they do not always shy away from
interacting with their colleagues and remain socially marginal at the workplace.
Fifth, counseling professionals should be aware of their own bias and stereotypes
about immigrants in general and Chinese immigrant women in particular. For example,
counselors should not consider a Chinese immigrant woman less intelligent or competent
because of her limited English proficiency and different manners. Similarly, the
women’s quietness should not be automatically interpreted as a sign of submissiveness
and lack of confidence or interest. Some career guidance and counseling professionals
may also believe in the supremacy of “American” culture and therefore, overly or
covertly instruct their immigrant clients to change themselves to adopt the mainstream
values and practice without validating their home culture. Indeed, counselors who have
not seriously examined their own biases can do more harm than good to their Asian
immigrant clients.
Future Research Directions
The career development of Chinese female immigrant professionals in the U.S. is
a multifaceted and context-based experience. The stories of the eight participants reveal
many possibilities for future exploration. First, many noticed the significant structural
differences between the East Coast and the West Coast in the U.S. in terms of the number
of Chinese/Chinese Americans residing in the region, the kinds of opportunities that
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ethnic communities offer, the political resources available to Chinese immigrants, and the
economic relationships with China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. For example, both Los
Angeles and San Francisco are known for having a large Chinese population. Chinese
immigrant professionals in these two areas seem to have more opportunities to work in
the fields of laws, education, human services, business, and government than their
counterparts in the Boston area. However, it is unclear if they are mostly serving the
Chinese population or a more diversified clientele. It is also unclear if they have reached
a fair share of the leadership roles in non-Chinese owned organizations. A similar study
that interviews both men and women will help answer these questions and examine how
structural differences play out in the career development of Chinese immigrant
professionals. It will also be useful to investigate if there is a difference in the support
systems for Chinese working mothers in the East Coast and the West Coast and how the
differences affect Chinese immigrant female professionals’ career choices and
accomplishments. One may hypothesize that since the Chinese community in California
is much larger and well-organized, perhaps ethnic-based childcare is more affordable and
accessible, which ultimately eases Chinese immigrant mothers’ obstacles to pursue a
profession.
Most immigration literature tends to ignore intra-group difference in Chinese
immigrant population. Nonetheless, Chinese female immigrant professionals of different
nationalities may in fact have distinct immigration experience due to different migration
patterns and social political structures of their country of origin. For example, compared
to immigrant women from Taiwan, immigrant women from China seem to receive more
childcare assistance from their parents. In addition, it appears that immigrant women
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from China are more likely to work outside the home than women from Taiwan. One
hypothesis to account for the differential working pattern is that there is stronger
expectation for women to work for wages in China than in Taiwan due to the impact of
the Cultural Revolution. Also, the age for retirement is much younger in China than in
Taiwan; hence, parents of immigrant women from China are more available to help out
with their grandchildren, which may facilitate women’s commitment to their professional
aspirations. Comparative studies in female immigrant professionals from countries such
as Taiwan, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore will definitely shed some light in
understanding the intra-group difference.
The relationship between the type of profession and the level of acculturation is of
interest. It seems that certain professions demand a higher level of acculturation in
comparison to other fields. For example, professions such as counselors, lawyers, and
managers tend to require highly culture-specific knowledge and skills. The fact that very
few Chinese immigrant women are in these positions may reflect their difficulty
acculturating in these areas. An investigation of the narratives of Chinese female
immigrant professionals who are in these positions will augment our understanding of the
career paths of these women and provide strategies to assist women with similar
professional aspirations. Along a similar line, most women felt that they were wellequipped in the technical aspects of their professions but seemed somewhat
uncomfortable with socializing with their colleagues and supervisors at the workplace.
Although this study has identified some factors that contribute to this phenomenon,
investigation that focuses on the women’s difficulties in social interaction will provide
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insights and strategies to improve their cross-cultural communication skills and enhance
their overall performance and job satisfaction.
Another area of inquiry is the women’s racial/ethnic identity development. Most
studies on immigrants focus on their acculturation rather than their ethnic/racial identity
in a developmental framework. However, it is critical to look at immigrants’ ethnic/racial
identity development because it seems closely related to their self-esteem and ability to
deal with racism at workplace. Most racial/cultural identity development models for
minority individuals involve progressive and sequential stages that describe racial/ethnic
minority individuals’ attitudes toward their ethnic origin. These models assert that
positive feelings about one’s cultural heritage and ethnic identity are linked to higher
self-esteem and healthier mental status (Sue & Sue, 2003). In a qualitative study with
third generation Japanese American women, Kim (1981) formulated a 5 stage model of
Asian American identity development: ethnic awareness, White identification, awakening
to social political consciousness, redirection to Asian American consciousness, and
incorporation. Kim (1981) reported that as a result of racist stereotypes and practices in
American society, Asian Americans tend to internalize negative attitudes toward their
Asian heritage and identify with White society in order to fit in. However, with increased
social political awareness, some Asian Americans eventually abandon identification with
White society and develop a sense of pride in their Asian background.
As exemplified in Kim’s study, most racial/ethnic identity theories seem to derive
from the experience of native-born racial minority members. There are factors that are
worth examining when applying these models to an adult immigrant population. In
contrast to native-born minority individuals, these women’s sense of “American” identity
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varies greatly. All women have a strong sense of ethnic identity (Chinese) but none of
them identify themselves as Asian Americans. Racial identity (Asian American) remains
a foreign concept to them. It seems that most women in the study are still struggling to
establish their “American” identity and to reconcile the tension between their Chinese
identity and acquired “American” identity. Many Asian Americans develop a stronger
sense of social political awareness in college as a result of exposure to Asian American
history and literature. Also, having lived their entire lives in the U.S., they have firsthand
experience of what it is like to be an Asian American as opposed to identifying more as
Chinese first, for example. However, since most adult Asian immigrants tend to migrate
after college, their chances to follow the developmental sequence that most ethnic/racial
identity theories describe are rather slim. Thus, more research should be directed to the
variation of adult immigrants’ ethnic/racial identity development in the U.S. so that
counseling professionals can use the knowledge to select appropriate interventions.
Studies in this area can explore if the racial/ethnic identity development model can apply
to the immigrant population, and if so, what the key factors are that facilitate or hinder
their advancement in the development. Since immigrants are a diverse population,
research design should take into consideration variables such as social economic status,
gender, educational attainment, level of acculturation, ethnicity, and the communities
they associate with. For example, racial experiences of stay-at-home immigrant mothers
may be different from those of working immigrant women. For immigrant homemakers,
school and neighborhood communities are the two main contact points of U.S. society
whereas working immigrant women are exposed to the world of work in addition to the
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community they live and their children’s schools. How this difference shapes their
racial/ethnic identity development is of great interest.
Methodologically, narrative analysis is a powerful and appropriate research tool
for investigating the experiences of immigrant women. Their life stories provide rich
information and vivid illustrations of complicated issues they face. The narratives and
anecdotes of these immigrant women convey an authentic picture of an immigrant
woman’s situation as well as demonstrate how the larger societal forces influence each
woman’s life. Comparative narrative studies that focus on immigrant women
professionals from various parts of the world will further expand our understanding of
immigrant women’s experiences in the U.S. The following is a summary of the key
components that are critical to the success of this study and may serve as a guide for
future studies in this area:
1. Use an “insider” to conduct the interview
2. Conduct the interview in the immigrant’s native language
3. Encourage the use of metaphors/slang/proverbs from the immigrant’s culture
4. Conduct a review of immigration history
5. Review the educational and occupational history of the immigrant
6. Offer opportunities to talk about the immigrant’s family and ethnic networks
Conclusion
Drawing from the personal narratives of professional immigrant women of
Chinese descent, this study breaks down commonly held stereotypes and misinformation
about immigrant women and explores the factors that affect their career development in
the U.S. and the strategies they use to adjust to the challenges after immigration. From
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tackling immigration laws to adapting to a new culture, establishing a career, balancing
work and family, and fighting discrimination, the women’s candid voices offer
multifaceted perspectives to the understanding of the realities recent Chinese female
immigrant professionals face in the United States. The delineation of the women’s
coping strategies and clinical implications are useful resources for counseling
professionals in working with any immigrant client.
As storytelling is a research tool as well as a therapeutic endeavor, this study also
serves as a source of validation, empowerment, connection, and inspiration for all
immigrant women in their journey into a new and different country.
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APPENDIX A
Informed Consent Form
My name is Yuting Shih and I am a Ph.D. candidate at the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst. I am doing a research study of the experiences of Chinese
female immigrant professionals in the United States because information about this group
of women is very limited. I feel that it is important to provide an accurate and
informative description of the experiences of Chinese female immigrant professionals.
The purpose of the study is to learn about the factors that affect the career development of
these women in the U.S., the strategies that the women use to encounter challenges facing
them, and the well-being of these women after immigration to the States. This study is to
fulfill part of the requirements for my doctoral degree. My work will be supervised by
my professor, Dr. Janine Roberts, a faculty member of the School of Education at the
University.
Because of your particular expertise, you are being invited to participate in this
study as I try to learn more about the experiences of Chinese female immigrant
professionals. The results of this study can help counseling professionals and other
related professionals know more about the career adjustment process of Chinese female
immigrant professionals, and they can use the knowledge to help people in similar
situations.
If you agree to participate, I will interview you on at least one occasion. During
that interview, which will last approximately an hour to an hour and a half, you will be
asked to talk about your experiences as a Chinese immigrant professional. You will not
have to answer any questions you do not wish to answer. You may also stop
participating in the study at any time. I will be audiotaping the interviews so that I may
be able to study and analyze what you tell me. The tapes will remain in my possession,
and after I have completed analyzing the tapes, I will destroy them. I will need to contact
you again after the interview to verify the information you share with me and receive
feedback on my analysis of your information. Although some of what you tell me may
be included in a written report, under no circumstance will your name be included in the
report. In addition, personal information may be slightly changed in a way that your
identity will be protected and the research results will not be distorted. All information
about you and your family will be kept confidential unless something is disclosed that
indicates that you or anyone else is in a situation that is physically dangerous.
The potential benefit for you, the participant, is that often people being
interviewed find new meaning and understanding in telling their personal stories; thus,
the interview can be an empowering experience for the participants. However, no
benefit is guaranteed. Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. It is up to you
whether you want to talk with me. Because the study will involve personal reflection, it
is possible that for some participants some aspects of the interview may be stressful or
upsetting. Should this occur, referrals for counseling will be offered.
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I am grateful that you are considering taking time from your busy life to
participate in my study. I hope that with the illumination of your story my study can
contribute to the understanding of the lives of Chinese immigrant women in the States
and their needs can be better met. If you have any questions about the study, please
contact me at xxx-xxx-xxxx or Dr. Roberts at xxx-xxx-xxxx. Please sign this form and
return it to me if you would like to participate in this study.

Signature of Participant

Date

Signature of Researcher

Date
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APPENDIX B
Information Sheet
Name_
Address_Telephone
Age_Place of birth_
Highest level of education attained_Specialization _
Current occupation_
Marital status_Years of marriage_
Number of children_Age of children_
People who live in the household_
Number of years in the States_
Immigration status (Type of visa, permanent residency, or citizenship) _
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APPENDIX C
Interview Guide
I am interested in learning about the factors that affect the career adjustment of Chinese
female immigrant professionals in the U.S. and the coping strategies they use. Your first¬
hand experience will help me understand this phenomenon better. I will be asking you
some general questions as well as some personal questions.
1. Tell me about your educational and occupational history.
2. Tell me about the things that impede your career in the U.S.?
3. What are the things that facilitate your career in the U.S.?
4. Tell me about your experience of job searching in the U.S.?
5. What is your experience with the use of English at the workplace?
6. Tell me about your experience in socializing with your colleagues at workplace?
7. How does your cultural background affect your career development in the States?
8. All of us have parts of our story that are easy to tell and hard to tell. What are
the parts that you are hesitant to talk about and the parts that you don’t know how to
tell?
9. How do others (Chinese and non-Chinese) treat you at the workplace?
10. How do American immigration policies affect your career adjustment in the U.S.?
11. How have your roles as a wife and a mother affected your professional life?
12. What advice will you give to other women in situations similar to yours?
13. How has immigration affected your professional and personal life?
14. How do you cope with the challenges and changes?
15. Sometimes it is difficult to find words to describe our feelings about some
experiences. Is there a book, a film, an image, or music that captures your feelings
about the immigration experience?
16. What was it like for you to be interviewed?
17. Any questions I have not asked that you wish I had asked?
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